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Days, 

after  Billy  Collins 

"Each  one  is  a  gift,  no  doubt, 
mysteriously  placed  in  your  waking  hand 
or  set  upon  your  forehead 
moments  before  you  open  your  eyes." 

Some  are  a  small, 

ash  glazed  bowl 

carved  out  of  cherry  wood 

and  wrapped 

in  yesterday's  business 

section,  in  which  to  put 

the  keys  he  knows 

you  are  always  losing 

or  perhaps  the  carton's 

two  most  beautiful  strawberries 

still  dripping  with  tap  water. 

But  other  times  you 
slide  the  string  off  slowly 
like  a  lover's  dress 
and  gently  peel  back 
the  heavy,  creased  paper 
only  to  find  inside  a  pair 
of  sensible  wool  socks. 

It  is  these  times  you  should  smile 
graciously  over  your  shoulder 
and  remember  the  bowl, 
the  quiet,  polished 
chunk  of  rock  quartz 
hidden  in  a  shoe. 


— Carleson  Dozier 


White 
Girl 

Charlsie  Wigley 


Enter  my  bucket. 

It  was  officially  decreed  as  a 
"Celebration  Offering  Bucket."  though  I 
think  it  looked  more  like  a  black  pillow  case- 
turned  Halloween  goody  bag.  I  -  like  the  other 
twelve  Birmingham-Southern  service-learning 
members  -  anxiously  held  my  bucket,  awaiting 
a  crowd  to  enter  the  massive  San  Francisco 
auditorium.  Inside  the  dome,  empty  stadium 
seats  surrounded  a  central  stage.  The  main  act  - 
Rev.  Cecil  Williams  of  Glide  Memorial  Church 
-  was  set  to  appear  in  an  hour,  yet  the  hollow 
place  already  seemed  packed  with  energy. 

Or  maybe  it  was  just  me.  With  one 
day  until  Barack  Obama"s  historic  inauguration, 
this  Martin  Luther  King  Jr.  Day  was  important 
on  many  different  levels.  Aside  from  history  or 
politics,  it  was  a  day  of  acceptance.  And  to  a 
white  twenty  year  old  from  Alabama,  it  didn't 
get  much  better  than  this. 

As  dusty  haired  black  men  entered 
the  dome  arches,  they  grinned  and  nodded  an 
enthusiastic  "hello"  to  anyone  who  passed. 
Black  women  in  extravagant,  feathered  hats 
floated  through  the  entryway:  colors  of  red. 
white,  and  blue  merged  together  until  I  could  no 
longer  discern  one  person  from  the  next.  It  felt 
like  the  fourth  of  July  on  crack  and  I  couldn't 
help  but  gawk  at  everyone  around  me  with  a 
gaping  smile. 

"I'm  so  glad  we're  here  for  this 
moment."  exclaimed  an  excited  Katie  Glenn. 

"Yeah.  I  don't  see  this  happening  in 
Alabama."  I  scornfully  retorted. 

Truthfully.  I  was  happy  not  to  be  in 
the  heart  of  Dixie.  I  wanted  to  identity  myself, 
not  as  Charlsie.  but  as  the  tolerant  white  girl 
from  Alabama  who  had  humbly  graced  the  area 
with  her  presence.  I  wanted  to  explain  that  I 
wished  the  world  were  colorblind.  I  wanted  to 
share  past  unnerving  moments  when  m\  own 
skin  felt  inadequate.  And  I  wanted  to  scream 
"Look  at  me.  1  am  a  part  of  the  change."  though 
the  timing  and  sincerity  never  felt  quite  right.  I 
wanted  to  feel  accepted. 

Listening  to  the  ushers  motion  people 
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Lindsay  O'Connor 


to  their  free  seats,  I  made  my  way  to  the  bottom 
center  row.  Like  the  morning  dandruff  on  my 
black  pillow,  white  people  stood  out  in  the 
crowd.  As  I  surveyed  my  surroundings,  a  red 
flash  caught  my  eye.  The  black  woman  sitting 
in  front  of  me  had  slightly  turned,  revealing  fire 
engine  red  lips.  It  was  the  kind  of  lipstick  that 
only  a  confident  woman  could  pull  off  and  I 
imagined  what  it  would  be  like  to  be  her.  She 
reminded  me  of  my  mother. 

The  program  began  with  images  of 
Martin  Luther  King  Jr.  projected  on  JumboTron 
screens  that  framed  the  stage.  As  recordings 
of  King's  eloquent  voice  resounded  from 
the  speakers,  I  watched  the  woman  tear  up. 
Saline  drenched  from  the  ducts  of  her  brown 
eyes,  rolling  down  her  high  cheekbones  and 
collecting  at  the  vivid  lips.  The  red  paste 
reacted  to  the  droplets,  revealing  tiny  bits  of 
mauve  pink.  It  made  me  think  of  the  times  my 
mother  would  accidentally  get  lipstick  on  her 
teeth;  I  would  never  tell  her  because  I  took 
pleasure  in  getting  to  see  those  rare  moments  of 
imperfection.  And  now  as  I  sat,  looking  at  this 
fashionable  woman,  I  couldn't  help  but  giggle 
at  how  her  lips  also  looked  pretty  silly. 

Unmemorable  except  for  being 
disappointingly  boring,  the  rest  of  the  program 
drudged  along.  It  felt  like  Sunday  morning 
church  service  all  over  again  and  I  wished  I  had 
a  paper  bulletin  and  pen  to  doodle  my  name. 
My  mother  wasn't  there  so  I  would  have  free 
reign  at  being  as  wild  as  I  wanted.  I  happily 
fidgeted,  knowing  that  I  could  do  whatever  I 
pleased  without  her  disapproving  glare.  Finally, 
when  the  words  "Celebratory  Offering"  came 
on  the  screen,  I  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief. 

I  quickly  stood  up  next  to  my  row 
with  the  bucket.  I  ran  its  coarse  cloth  through 
my  fingers,  awaiting  Rev.  Williams  to  give 
the  all  too  familiar  offering  message.  Weaving 
together  King's  tolerance  and  Obama's  hope. 
Williams'  deep  voice  bellowed.  The  beat 
rushed  in  a  fast,  droning  percussion  that 
tugged  at  my  already  stretched  heartstrings. 
Hands  in  the  crowd  eagerly  shuffled  in  purses, 
fumbling  through  to  find  shiny,  elusive  wallets. 
Benjamins  were  exchanged  from  wallet  to 


hands.  Behind  me.  I  heard  a  young  couple 
debate  over  how  much  they  could  actually  write 
a  check  for  without  going  over  budget:  it  drew 
me  back  to  similar  conversations  between  my 
own  parents.  I  knew  that  Williams  had  done  his 
job. 

And  now  it  was  time  to  do  mine.  I 
initially  passed  the  bucket  down  my  extended 
row.  About  twenty  seats  down  the  line,  my 
partner  Katelyn  Hancock  stood,  waiting  to 
retrieve  and  then  pass  on  the  bucket  to  the  next 
row.  It  became  a  give  and  take  that  required 
little  thought.  So  little  thought  that  I  didn't 
feel  like  I  was  actually  there.  I  was  lost  in  my 
own  head,  sorting  through  feathered  hats,  red 
lipstick,  black,  white,  mother,  and  daughter. 
Swirling  together  the  thoughts  became 
overpowering  and  saddening  and  frustrating 
and  confusing  and  blinding  until  it  all  crashed 
down. 

"White  girl,  you  can't  be  skipping 
people." 

Sitting  in  row  10.  the  elderly  black 
woman  with  pearly  white  hair  and  overarching 
spectacles  yelled  plain  English.  Yes.  society's 
race  standards  say  I'm  white.  And  yes.  my 
vagina  says  I'm  a  girl.  But  the  two  put  together 
set  off  a  major  red  flag  in  my  mind.  Shit  had  hit 
the  fan. 

Broken  the  fan.  in  fact.  And  in  the 
fractured  moment,  time  stood  very  still.  She.  the 
bucket,  and  I  formed  a  triangle,  with  the  bucket 
resting  in  the  arms  of  a  black  man  in  front  of 
her.  Did  I  really  just  skip  her? 

I  moved  four  steps  closer  to  her. 
wanting  to  ask  what  had  just  happened.  I 
assumed  that  there  was  some  misunderstanding 
-  that  the  man  in  front  had  somehow  snatched 
the  bucket  before  I  could  get  to  it.  This  certainly 
had  to  be  the  case.  Though  my  mind  had  been 
somewhere  else.  I  didn't  think  that  I  skipped  the 
woman.  But  the  uncertainty  made  me  shiftless. 

Shiftless  and  pissed.  I  wanted  to 
explain  why  I  was  boiling  over  with  anger.  I 
yearned  to  tell  about  the  other  painful  times 
when  I  was  simply  "white  girl."  It  didn't  matter 
if  I  was  really  liable  or  not:  to  her.  1  was  merely 
a  "white  girl"  and  it  made  me  want  to  unleash 
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the  Hulk's  fury  on  her.  I  opened  my  mouth  and 
with  the  biting  words  on  the  tip  of  my  tongue,  I 
let  out  a  BIG... nice... "I'm  sorry  ma'am." 

If  I  had  added  a  curtsey,  it  would  have 
been  a  textbook  Cotillion  simulation. 

With  a  forced  smile,  I  gracefully 
moved  to  the  final  two  rows  and  tried  to  calmly 
finish  the  job.  My  mother  had  brought  me  up 
in  the  belief  that  a  true  lady  doesn't  explode 
in  anger  or  prematurely  quit  her  job.  True  lady 
or  not,  I  was  not  about  to  half  ass  a  job  so  I 
continued  on,  with  enough  composure  to  make 
even  my  mother  proud.  Despite  my  stubborn 
push  to  finish,  it  felt  as  though  everyone  around 
me  was  overwhelmingly  disappointed  in  my 
great  bucket  fail.  The  gawking  expressions 
and  doubtful  glances  surrounded  me,  sending 
the  clear  message  that  I  was  unwelcome.  I  was 
grateful  that  pitchforks  weren't  around. 

With  the  final  offering  placed  in  the 
bucket,  I  looked  forward  to  putting  the  whole 
thing  behind  me.  As  I  exited  the  auditorium 
with  other  members  of  my  team,  I  didn't  look 
back.  As  tears  steadily  flowed  down  the  apples 
of  my  cheeks,  I  tried  not  to  look  back.  And  as 
I  sit  here  trying  to  justify  my  reaction,  I  am 
forcing  myself  to  look  back  at  why  being  called 

"white  girl"  makes  me  sick  to  my  stomach. 

* 

To  steal  from  the  infamous  Rob  Van 
Winkle,  aka  Vanilla  Ice,  "turn  off  the  light 
and  I  glow."  Thought  not  a  perfectly  bleached 
Michael  Jackson,  I  am  unmistakingly  fair- 
skinned.  Even  speckled  brown  throughout  my 
arms  and  face  can't  hide  this  ivory  complexion. 
Despite  annually  bubbling  the  "Caucasian" 
on  standardized  tests  in  grade  school,  I  have 
always  considered  myself  whiter  than  "white." 
It's  more  like  living  inside  a  bleached  eggshell. 

Life  in  my  shell  has  had  its  cracked 
days.  Believe  it  or  not,  there  are  some  who 
believe  that  white  is  trite.  This  is  the  maxim  I 
grew  up  with.  Since  being  the  fiercest  dressed 
baby  at  First  Baptist  Oxford,  my  mother  has 
always  emphasized  that  beauty  comes  from 
how  well  you  can  accessorize  what  you  got. 
And  for  those  that  are  white  -  you  need  a  lot  of 
help.  Help  that  only  a  dark  contrast  can  provide. 


While  my  mother  never  pressured 
me  into  competing  in  pageants,  I  always  sensed 
the  thrill  of  pageantry  was  just  waiting  to  come 
out  in  her.  A  thrill  that  unfortunately  found  its 
way  into  my  junior  year  prom.  I  knew  I  was  in 
trouble  the  day  I  came  home  and  told  her  the 
date. 

"Well  I'll  make  an  appointment  with 
Eva  to  get  your  makeup,  and  Marie  for  your 
hair,  but  first  we  need  to  get  a  dress.  We  can  go 
this  weekend  and  find  a  dress  that  will  really 
highlight  your  skin.  Do  you  think  David  would 
want  to  go?" 

"Yes,  I'm  sure  that  watching  me  try 
on  dresses  as  you  pick  apart  my  every  problem 
is  exactly  how  a  seventeen-year  old  guy  wants 
to  spend  a  Saturday." 

"I  was  just  asking.  I  don't  understand 
why  you  always  have  to  be  this  way..." 

And  so  the  torture  continued  in  this 
manner  throughout  the  last  week  of  March. 
She  insisted  on  taking  me  dress  shopping  at 
Dillards.  She  insisted  on  acting  as  my  personal 
stylist.  And  she  insisted  that  I  have  no  word  in 
the  whole  process.  As  we  finally  approached  the 
modest  special  occasions  section,  I  could  only 
stand  back  in  awe  and  frustration. 

"This  chocolate  brown  would  look  so 
beautiful  on  you." 

Responding  with  a  signature  eye  roll. 
I  didn't  even  break  her  rules. 

We  -  rather  she  commanding  and 
me  complacently  agreeing  -  picked  out  four 
dark  dresses.  Dark  colors  are  a  big  thing  in  my 
mother's  extensive  stylebook.  On  three  separate 
childhood  Easters,  she  dressed  me  in  dark  suits 
and  my  family  would  mockingly  call  me  "Little 
Kim".  While  depressing  suits  really  should 
never  be  put  on  an  eight  year  old,  a  part  of  me 
was  proud  to  don  anything  that  my  mother 
chose. 

But  this  was  not  "Little  Kim."  I 
was  Charlsie  and  I  wanted  a  pale  pink  dress.  I 
wanted  a  dress  that  submerged  into  my  skin  -  a 
dress  that  felt  inseparable  from  who  I  was.  I 
wanted  light. 

It  was  my  own  dirty  little  secret  that 
I  held  since  sixth  grade  when  I  saw  a  picture  of 


Audrey  Hepburn  glowing  in  the  shade.  I  knew 
that  if  Mattel  ever  marketed  me  in  doll  form, 
then  I  would  be  a  best  seller  in  a  pale  pink 
gown. 

But  knowing  these  things  and  actually 
saying  them  to  my  mother  were  two  very 
different  things.  Aside  from  the  fact  that  I  knew 
that  she  was  paying  for  the  dress.  I  wanted  - 
no  -  needed  her  acceptance.  It  had  been  years 
since  my  mother  actually  seemed  enthusiastic 
about  spending  time  with  my  smart  ass  self. 
And  as  much  as  I  enjoy  being  that  child.  I  knew 
I  would  hate  walking  into  prom  with  anything 
other  than  her  pick. 

After  torturing  her  a  bit  more,  I 
eventually  decided  on  the  chocolate  brown. 
Two  weeks  later,  in  the  haze  of  the  dimmed 
dance  floor,  my  skin  was  ablaze  with  maternal 
love. 

Fair-skinned  girls  have  a  hard-knock 
life.  Or  so  my  Annie-look-alike  mother  has  told 
me  for  years.  This  became  particularly  apparent 
during  my  high  school  years  at  The  Donoho 
School,  where  "white  girl"  took  on  a  different 
meaning. 

My  high  school  was  dark.  I  do  not 
mean  to  say  that  the  school  was  ethnically 
diverse,  for  only  around  Ack  of  the  campus  was 
black.  Rather,  most  students  were  tan.  whether 
natural  or  not.  I  think  it's  reasonable  to  assume 
that  membership  at  most  tanning  salons  in  town 
were  fueled  by  students  from  my  high  school. 
For  white  girls,  it  became  survival  of  the  fakest. 

Even  my  close  friend  Claire  fell 
victim  to  the  craze.  On  the  first  day  back 
my  sophomore  year.  Claire's  once  creamy 
complexion  had  transformed  into  a  dried  up 
surface  that  looked  eerily  similar  to  burnt 
bacon.  It  was  difficult  for  me  to  keep  a  straight 
face  at  her  scorched  appearance  as  I  wondered 
what  the  hell  she  was  thinking. 

"What  happened  to  your  skin?" 

"My  mom  got  a  tanning  bed  so  I 
figured  that  it  needs  to  get  used,"  she  quietly 
responded. 

"Oh... well... you  know  you  should 
be  careful  with  those  thiims.  Mv  mom  just  had 


a  spot  of  skin  cancer  removed  on  her  shoulder 
because  she  used  to  lay  covered  in  oil  on  her 
black  roof.  They  didn't  know  better  back  then, 
but  it's  still  a  regret  she's  always  had." 

"I'm  being  careful.  It's  not  like  it  used 
to  be.  These  things  are  much  more  safe."  she 
defensively  responded. 

I  wanted  to  plead  with  her  to 
realistically  look  in  the  mirror  and  tell  me  she's 
being  safe,  though  I  was  not  in  the  mood  to 
be  a  mother  goose.  I  let  the  argument  go  and 
continued  down  the  hallway.  Glancing  around, 
it  seemed  like  everyone  I  saw  had  been  to  a 
mud-wrestling  party  and  failed  to  wash  off  the 
mud.  This  was  not  seventeenth  century  Europe. 
Not  at  one  point  did  anyone  fawn  over  my 
creamy  pallor  or  ask  me  to  be  their  muse.  Dark 
was  in,  and  my  white  was  definitely  out. 

While  some  may  own  up  to  "outcast" 
as  a  mark  of  pride,  it  is  not  an  easy  word  for 
me  to  live  with;  after  all.  my  mother  was  a 
goddamn  prom  queen  so  it  didn't  exactly  sit 
well  with  my  bloodline.  With  the  impeccable 
logic  of  a  sixteen  year  old,  I  assumed  that  I  was 
being  cast  out  because  I  was  too  pale.  When 
I  looked  in  the  mirror  then,  all  that  I  saw  was 
an  inescapable  white  that  I  couldn't  see  myself 
changing  and  couldn't  see  myself  continuing  to 
live  with.  As  much  as  I'd  love  to  say  that  I  stuck 
it  to  the  man  and  strutted  my  white  self  down 
the  hall  with  pride,  the  lack  of  acceptance  and 
attention  got  to  be  too  much  for  me  to  handle. 
While  I  had  grown  up  obsessed  with  the  idea  of 
animorphs.  I  now  wanted  to  colormorph. 

Later  that  April.  I  was  watching  TV 
at  home  when  I  caught  the  tanning  bug.  After 
seeing  Mandy  Moore  model  Neutrogena's 
newest  self  tanner.  I  felt  a  burning  sensation 
that  I  needed  to  make  a  CVS  trip.  I  made  the  all 
too  familiar  trip  down  the  road  in  record  time 
and  quickly  and  conspicuously  snuck  down  the 
hygiene  aisle.  Though  it  was  onl)  self  tanner, 
it  felt  like  I  was  sneaking  drugs  or  birth  control 
behind  my  mom's  back  -  an  almost  gidd) .  yet 
sneak\  secrecy  that  made  me  quite  jumpy  at 
the  register.  I  considered  forgetting  the  whole 
stupid  mission,  though  the  very  thought  that 
I  was  about  to  become  a  real  life  hi  eh  school 


woman  made  my  decision  a  no-brainer.  All  it 
took  was  a  chi-ching  of  the  register  and  I  was 
on  my  way  to  popularity. 

After  quickly  getting  home,  I  quietly 
slid  in  through  the  side  door.  Thankfully,  my 
mother  was  napping  in  her  bedroom  so  I  knew 
I  wouldn't  have  to  explain  my  purchase.  As  to 
not  wake  her  up,  I  tiptoed  up  my  creaky  stairs  to 
my  room.  Upon  reaching  my  bathroom  haven, 
it  felt  like  I  had  entered  Dexter's  Laboratory 
and  could  experiment  far  from  the 
reaches  of  my  annoying  family. 
I  carefully  read  the  Neutrogena 
Sun  Fresh  Sunless  Foam  Tanner 
instructions  and  tried  my  best  to 
evenly  apply  the  darkening  agent. 
Waiting  eagerly  for  the  paste  to  dry, 
I  imagined  the  compliments  that 
I  would  get  in  class  on  Monday. 
Daniel  was  so  finally  going  to  notice 
me  and  realize  what  he's  been 
missing.  Maybe  I'll  get  invited  to 
Mary  Beth's  lake  house  party  that 
they've  all  been  talking  about  -  I 
can  actually  wear  one  of  those  white 
floral  bikinis!  My  imagination  had  no  limits. 

Well,  no  limits  until  I  actually  looked 
in  the  mirror. 

"Aaaahhhhaahhhh,"  I  shrieked  in 
terror. 

After  opening  my  eyes  from  the 
fantasy  world,  it  felt  like  Frankenstein  had 
just  been  revealed.  What  I  thought  had  been 
an  even  cream  distribution  at  the  time,  was  in 
fact  nowhere  close.  To  my  horror,  the  color 
had  dried  in  not  a  smooth  finish,  but  a  splotchy, 
muddled  mess.  If  there  was  ever  a  case  for 
artificial  leprosy,  I  think  I  would  have  had  a 
strong  argument.  Re-reading  the  instructions, 
I  tried  to  see  if  there  was  anyway  to  reverse 
the  horrible  mistake.  I  took  a  washcloth  and 
painfully  grinded  my  skin  to  a  pulp,  but  the 
harsh  pressure  made  my  skin  rough  like 
sandpaper.  The  effort  was  all  in  vain  for  it  only 
made  my  skin  irritated  and  red.  I  knew  I  would 
have  to  show  my  mother. 

Embarrassed,  I  went  downstairs 
to  reveal  my  diseased-look.  Upon  first 


To  steal 
from  the 
infamous 
Rob  Van 
Winkle,  aha 
Vanilla  Ice, 
"turn  off  the 
light  and  I 
glow." 


examination,  my  mother's  reaction  was  spot  on. 

"Oh,  honey,  did  you  try  to  use  self- 
tanner?  Why  didn't  you  get  me  to  do  it?" 
Trying  to  avoid  the  question,  I 
explained,  "You  were  asleep  and  I  didn't  want 
to  wake  you.  I  thought  I  could  handle  it.  1  think 
there's  something  wrong  with  the  instructions 
anyways. ..it  seems  that  they'd  do  a  better  job 
of  explaining  how  to  evenly  apply  it." 

Giggling  to  herself,  she  responded. 
"Right,  there's  something  obviously 
wrong  with  it  -  nothing's  ever  solely 
your  fault,  Charlsie.  Well  I  guess 
you'll  just  have  to  live  with  it  for  a 
few  days  until  it  wears  off." 

My  mother  was  right  about 
living  with  the  failure,  though  it 
was  an  understatement  to  say  it 
would  wear  off  after  a  few  days:  it's 
been  five  years  and  the  lingering 
disappointment  hasn't  quite  gone 
away.  I  often  think  back  to  this  when 
I  go  home  for  football  games  and  see 
new  flocks  of  tanorexic  teens  filling 
up  the  bleachers;  I  secretly  laugh 
at  how  fake  they  look  and  can't  help  but  feel 
a  sense  of  pale  pride.  It  also  seems  to  come  up 
every  Labor  Day  when  I  breathe  a  sigh  of  relief 
knowing  that  there  will  be  a  little  less  white 
for  dark  complexions  to  show  off.  Its  days  like 
that  when  the  self-tanner  episode  strikes  me  as 
one  of  those  silly  moments  that  parents  like  to 
announce  at  weddings  or  graduations.  All  I  can 
do  is  blush  and  laugh  at  my  own  stupidity. 

But  there  are  other  days  when  I  can't 
laugh  it  off.  Only  recently  did  I  throw  away 
the  self-tanner  after  it  had  lain  dormant  in 
my  bathroom  closet.  I  still  watch  Neutrogena 
commercials,  drooling  over  the  beige  tints 
that  I  wish  I  could  call  my  own.  And  I  can't 
watch  those  Olay  "love  the  skin  you're  in" 
commercials  without  the  intense  desire  to 
scream  "bullshit"  at  the  bronze  models.  I  have  a 
constant  voice  in  my  head  that  begs  and  pleads 
to  be  darker.  And  it's  still  that  willful  voice  that 
roars  whenever  I  look  at  myself  in  the  mirror. 


As  I  think  back  to  my  time  in  San 
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Francisco,  I  am  drawn  to  being  called  "white 
girl"  because  it's  one  of  those  sneak  up  and  bite 
you  on  the  ass  moments.  After  it  happened,  all 
I  could  feel  was  self-pity  and  anger.  I  whined. 
I  cried.  And  I  wrote  really  emo  journal  entries 
that  I'm  embarrassed  to  look  back  on.  I  chalked 
the  whole  thing  up  to  a  racial  misunderstanding 
that  had  little  to  do  with  who  I  really  was 
as  a  person.  Life  went  on  with  friends  and 
family  who  seemed  to  accept  who  I  was,  and  I 
didn't  need  "white  girl"  to  mess  with  my  self- 
confidence. 

But  the  more  I've  thought  about  it, 
my  issues  with  the  term  have  little  to  do  with 
race  and  everything  to  do  with  my  own  self- 
acceptance.  Like  most  things,  it  has  to  do  with 
society  and  boys  and  girls  and  my  mother.  But 
more  than  anything  else,  it  has  to  do  with  me, 
myself  and  I  and  why  I  can't  accept  all  my  parts 
-  especially  my  skin. 

This  is  not  to  say  it  has  no  racial 
meaning.  Speaking  to  an  elderly  black  woman 
who  lived  in  a  time  when  even  the  law  ignored 
her,  her  refusal  to  be  ignored  by  me  -  a  "white 
girl"  -  was  a  powerful  statement.  Though  it  felt 
like  I  was  being  unfairly  categorized,  I  couldn't 
help  but  admire  her  gusto.  She  was  refusing  to 
be  ignored,  just  as  I  would  lash  out  if  someone 
seemed  to  have  a  prejudice  against  me.  It  was 
a  moment  for  her  to  stand  up  for  herself  and  a 
moment  for  myself  to  be  brought  into  question. 

So  who  the  hell  am  I? 

For  starters,  I  am  my  mother's 
daughter.  I  am  Charlsie,  trying  to  figure  out 
where  "Little  Kim"  fits  into  the  picture.  I  worry 
about  the  day  that  someone  will  tell  me  that  I 
have  become  my  mother,  yet  I  can't  think  of 
a  better  compliment.  I  used  to  be  her  puppy, 
constantly  wanting  to  be  petted  and  admired. 
Now.  I  still  look  for  her  guidance,  though  I'm 
beginning  to  care  less  and  less  if  my  words 
come  across  as  vindictive  bites.  I  don't  think 
I'm  living  up  to  her  pedigree  of  perfection, 
but  I'm  trying  to  be  ok  with  that.  I  am  just  a 
daughter  who's  trying  to  feel  comfortable  in  her 
own  skin. 

I  -  like  my  mother  and  the  mother 
before  her  -  am  white.  Heavenly,  glowing 


white.  Cloudy,  puffy  white.  I  live  in  a  different 
time  and  place  then  those  before  me.  but  it 
doesn't  make  my  skin  any  less  problematic.  I 
like  to  celebrate  my  skin  at  wintertime  when  I 
blend  into  the  wonderland  of  snow.  I  light  up 
at  how  vibrant  shades  of  red  complement  my 
skin,  making  me  feel  a  little  less  awkward  about 
myself.  But  I  also  tend  to  degrade  the  very  same 
tone  that  can  bring  me  so  much  joy.  It  always 
gets  me  when  I'm  in  Sephora  - 1  can't  help  but 
wish  that  I  were  a  few  shades  darker  on  the 
color  palette.  The  color  scale  of  justice  is  just 
not  fair. 

Simultaneously.  I  loathe  and  adore 
the  chalky  strains  of  my  body.  I  used  to  think 
that  if  I  could  study  those  around  me  enough, 
that  I  could  make  the  necessary  adjustments  to 
myself  and  magically  blend  in.  But  it  seems  as 
though  every  time  I  try  to  change  something 
about  myself,  it  only  makes  me  feel  even  more 
insecure.  I  know  that  my  skin's  a  gift  and  curse, 
emitted  by  life's  consistent  life,  though  it  pains 
me  to  no  end  that  I  can"t  predict  how  I'm  going 
to  feel  on  any  given  day.  I  know  that  no  matter 
how  I  choose  to  feel,  I  am  still  white.  Whiter 
than  white,  no  matter  how  many  costumes  that  I 
try  on.  So  at  least  for  now.  I  adore  the  skin  I'm 

in.  Or  maybe  slightly  loathe. § 


*  Actions  taken  in  spite  of  someone  just  seem  that 

much  better 
**The  highest  standard  in  my  life 
***Not  to  be  mistaken  with  the  much  sluttier  rapper. 

"Lil  Kim." 
****pun  fact  about  self-tanner-  it's  a  resilient  bitch. 
*****  I  can  even  hear  her  saying.  "Look  how  tar  our 

little  leper  has  come." 
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Maple  Knights 

Once  a  year 

the  trees  change  their  somber  green  robes 

for  wraps  of  violent,  joyous  red 

that  put  to  shame 

the  sickly  crimson  of  the  rose, 

the  mottled  pink  of  the  apple, 

and  even  the  sweating  orange 

of  the  sky  at  sunrise. 

Watching  these  fierce  red  swords, 

I  am  surprised  when  they 

flutter 

to  the  ground. 

In  my  mind's  eye  I  had  seen  them 

plummet 

straight  to  the  earth, 

each  one  slicing  through 

dull  pavement  and  brown  grass 

like  Excalibur 

cleaving  through  iron  and  bone. 

—Joanna  Carter 
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Blue  Sky  High 

With  a  whistle  and  whir, 

the  bluebird  abandons  the  blackberry 

branch. 

He  spreads  his  wings  and  ascends  toward 

clouds, 

puffy-white  and  whimsical. 

Spotting  him  from  the  lowly  earth  is  like 

locating  clover  amongst  weeds. 

From  his  powder-blue  abyss  the  bluebird 

is  alone  and  powerful, 

scaling  mountains  and  defying  cliffs, 

his  voice  the  only  relevant  one. 

—Lindsay  Carter 
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Story  of  an  Untitled  Life 


an  excerpt  from  a  novel 


Jennica  Broom 


Merrit  Milam 


My  first  memory  of  Kyla  is  as  a  mermaid.  No,  that's  not  right.  I  should  say  that  my 
first  real  memory  of  Kyla  is  as  the  world's  most  pitiful  mermaid,  resting  its  head  on 
the  window  seal  of  a  black  hearse.  It's  an  image  I  couldn't  forget  even  if  I  wanted  to, 
not  that  I  would  ever  want  to.  Imagine  my  surprise  when  at  eleven  years  old  I  see  a 
redheaded  girl  wrapped  tight  in  a  green  dress,  with  her  head  bowed  and  obviously 
crying,  in  the  back  of  a  funeral  car,  a  drizzle  sliding  down  the  glass  windows. 

Maybe  it  would  have  made  most  boys  my  age  uneasy  to  see  such  a  sight,  a  small 
girl  crying,  not  with  messy,  wet,  tears  that  ran  past  the  cheeks,  around  the  nose, 
but  with  quiet  ones,  that  made  her  shake,  that  she  herself  tried  to  hold  back.  But  I 
couldn't  turn  from  it.  I  was,  after  all,  in  a  new  neighborhood  in  a  new  town  surround- 
ed by  new  things.  And  this  was  what  greeted  me. 

My  family  had  just  moved  to  Newport  News,  Virginia,  from  Oahu,  Hawaii, 
because  of  my  dad's  employment.  He  was  a  government  contractor  for  Pearl  Harbor, 
but  when  the  position  in  Newport  opened  up,  along  with  its  salary  and  responsibility 


14 


But  there  was 
something  else 
about  him  that 
I  just  couldn't 
put  into  words. 

increase,  he  decided  to  take  it.  He  was 
young  then,  and  though  he  was  Hawaiian 
and  had  lived  in  Hawaii  all  of  his  life,  he 
was  lured  to  Newport  by  the  prospect  of 
a  larger  income  and  a  suburban  lifestyle. 
Hawaii  was  a  beautiful  place,  but  he'd 
still  have  his  ocean  and  his  ships.  He'd 
still  be  able  to  watch  the  bends  of  metals 
and  steel  and  awe  at  the  power  of  man 
and  machine. 

I  marveled  at  the  appearance  of  the 
boxes  that  stood  in  front  of  my  new 
two-story,  sand-white  Georgian  colonial, 
nestled  inside  a  cul-de-sac.  I"d  lived  in 
a  condo  all  of  my  life,  neighbors  to  my 
right  and  to  my  left,  a  room  shared  with 
my  sister.  But  in  Newport,  we  had  a  two- 
story  house  with  a  large  porch  v4  pa  in  ted 
a  summer  shade  of  blue-Mand  entry  steps 
that  led  out  onto  a  brick  walkway.  It 
had  the  large  rooms  that  older  homes 
seem  to  have,  and  all  I  could  think  about 
was  the  size  of  this  new  place  as  dad 
and  I  removed  boxes  from  the  moving 
company's  truck.  Helping  my  father  with 
anything,  even  the  most  ordinary  activi- 
ties, always  made  me  feel  important, 
manly. 

Dad  watched  the  hearse  pull  up  to 
the  curve,  stopped  his  steady  walk.  He 
looked  at  the  black  vehicle,  looked  hurt, 
afraid.  I  remember  the  way  he  straight- 
ened himself— let  it  start  from  his  heels 


and  move  up  his  back  as  he  held  the  box 
close,  almost  like  he  tried  to  get  a  kind 
of  comfort  from  its  worn  edges  while  he 
watched  a  man  step  out. 

I  wasn't  sure  how  to  describe  the 
man  I  saw  %  sturdy,  brown  haired,  dark 
blue  eyes.  All  of  these  qualitative  things. 
But  there  was  something  else  about  him 
that  I  just  couldn't  put  into  words.  There 
was  something  about  him  that  betrayed 
his  bulkiness  and  the  kind  features  of 
his  face,  the  features  that  managed  to 
survive  whatever  Hell  he'd  had  to  face 
that  day.  It  was  years  later  when  I  finally 
realized  that  he  was  a  "dam",  that  this 
word  best  described  the  man  who  would 
ultimately  become  a  sort  of  uncle  to  me. 
A  man  who  looked  sturdy,  but  might 
have  broken  down  at  any  moment. 

The  man  lean  back  into  the  hearse 
before  he  reappeared  with  the  mermaid 
girl.  He  tried  to  rub  the  wrinkles  from 
her  hair  as  two  boys,  both  of  whom  ap- 
peared older  than  I  was,  stepped  out  of 
the  car.  He  stood  the  girl  on  her  feet  and 
the  taller  of  the  two  boys  took  her  hand. 
The  man  watched  them  walk  towards 
the  house.  He  didn't  follow  them  like  I 
thought  he  would.  Instead,  he  turned  and 
walked  towards  us. 

"Well,  this  isn't  how  I  would  have 
liked  to  welcome  you."  he  said.  He 
smiled  at  my  father,  a  real  genuine  smile. 
Looking  back  on  it.  this  man  had  to  have 
been  a  strong  person  to  be  able  to  smile 
like  that  on  such  a  day. 

I  took  a  good  look  at  him.  He  was 
even  bigger  up  close,  and  his  hair  was 
more  auburn  than  brown.  He  wore  a 
black  suit  that  was  obviously  new .  but 
the  way  he  wore  it  made  it  seem  like  it 
had  been  sitting  in  the  back  of  a  closet 
for  twenty  years  and  was  just  recently 
discovered  and  thrown  on. 

"Kevin  Reeds."  he  said,  as  a  way  oi 
introduction.  He  held  out  his  hand  for 
mv  father  to  take. 
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"Isaiah."  Dad  moved  the  box  under  one  arm  and  shook  with  his  empty  hand.  He 
looked  at  the  suit  that  Mr.  Reeds  wore  and  then  met  his  eyes. 

"My  wife,"  Mr.  Reeds  answered,  rubbed  his  palms  together  in  a  way  that  made  him 
seem  as  though  he  tried  to  grind  out  the  truth.  "She  died  last  Saturday." 

"I'm  sorry  to  hear  that."  My  father  had  never  been  a  talkative  man,  but  he'd  always 
been  empathetic,  and  the  pain  that  was  so  apparent  in  Mr.  Reed's  eyes  seemed  to 
reflect  in  my  father's. 

"It's  hard.  It's  going  to  get  even  harder,"  Mr.  Reeds  said  as  he  continued  to  grind 
his  palms  together.  "Cate  was  everything.  Everything.  She  was  always  sick,  but  you 
never  expect  this."  He  began  to  say  something  else,  but  stopped.  When  he  stopped 
speaking,  the  grinding  stopped  too.  He  continued.  "You  never  expect  someone  to  die. 
Not  a  loved  one.  Not  your  wife." 

"Let  me  know  if  there's  anything  I  can  do,  anything  at  all."  Dad  looked  at  Mr. 
Reeds.  "You  let  me  know."  He  looked  him  in  the  eyes  when  he  spoke,  a  sort  of  vali- 
dation for  his  earnestness.  Dad  would  always  look  you  directly  in  the  eyes,  no  matter 
who  you  were.  But  that  was  out  of  fear  more  so  than  fearlessness.  He  was  afraid  to 
appear  less  kind,  less  genuine  than  he  was.  He  wanted  to  show  with  his  eyes  that  he 
had  nothing  to  hide,  and  wanted  to  see  for  himself  that  same  truthfulness  in  others. 

"I  appreciate  that,"  Mr.  Reed  said  as  he  shook  my  father's  hand  again.  He  looked 
at  me  for  the  first  time.  The  way  he  did  it,  so  suddenly,  made  me  feel  as  if  I  had  just 
stepped  onto  the  lawn  and  that  he  and  I  were  the  only  ones  there. § 


Alyssa  Briggs 
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Small  Talk 

I. 

Seated  and  self-conscious 

Opposite  a  soup  kitchen  client, 

Making  conversation  more  so  be- 
cause 

I  feel  pressured  than  because 

I  want  to. 

He  knows. 

Relax  shoulders,  tilt  head 

Inquisitively  as  if  this  masks 

My  fear  or 

My  detachment. 

He  talks. 

And  I  am  relieved  since 

My  tongue,  which  usually 

Produces  works  freely 

Is  somehow  frozen.  Or  too  large  to 
move. 

This  isn't  me  trying 

To  be  run  or  trying 

To  demean  him. 

This  is  me  becoming 

Distracted  by  his  hands,  realizing 


Their  wide  spread 

Their  flushed  broad  nails  are 

Beautiful. 

He  changes 

Suddenly  into  something  more  real, 

Later  I  laugh  at  this  moment,  know- 
ing 

In  hindsight  it  was  not 

He  who  altered 

But  I. 

II. 

Another  morning. 

Another  breakfast. 

Another  young  girl  attempting 
friendliness 

And  failing. 

Initially,  I  cannot  help  but  hope 

She  will  see  me,  ask  me  my  name. 
Then 

I  notice  her  forced  grin  and 

Flittering  eyes. 

Fall  into  my  usual  story  which 

Requires  little  engagement  and  even 

Less  response. 

These  words— sand  footprints 
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washed  away 

Before  they  can  be  seen. 

I  almost  yell  My  name  is  Kevin!  I  like 

Watching  soccer  and  riding 

The  Metro  on  Sundays! 

But  she  doesn't  ask  for  this. 

She  doesn't  ask  at  all. 

In  fact  her  eyes  focus  absent-mindedly 

On  my  hands  as  if 

They  are  easier  to  take  in  than 

My  face. 

My  words. 

My  story. 

My  presence. 

A  moment  passes  and 

She  turns  toward  me— 

Shoulders  still  tense  though 

The  eyes  narrow  in,  shifting  like 

A  camera  lens  that  has 

Finally  found  its  subject. 

And  I  know, 

Now  she's  listening. 


Payton  Roberts 


—Katie  Adams 
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San  Francisco 

Anna  Rose  MacArthur 


Rebecca  Renfroe 

Flying  to  San  Francisco 

The  plane  slips  over  LA.  and  I  see  the  eity  that  God  ignited  when  She  cleaned 
out  her  basement  and  threw  the  tangled  knot  of  last  year's  Christmas  lights  upon  the 
earth.  I  lean  over  to  press  my  nose  against  the  glittering  glass  hoping  to  inhale  the 
vivacious  fumes  of  the  city. 

When  suddenly,  childhood  lassos  me.  yanking  me  back  to  1999.  My  little  goldilock 
sister  and  I  lay  on  our  backs  under  the  Christmas  tree,  mesmerized  by  the  kaleido- 
scope galaxy  of  twinkling  lights  swimming  in  emerald  pine.  Softly.  Bing  Crosby 
croons  "White  Christmas"  in  his  warm,  flannel  voice  of  dark  chocolate  overtones, 
periodically  clashing  with  a  metallic  clang  from  my  Mother's  cooking. 

But  I  am  far  from  home,  and  I  am  not  nine  years  old  anymore,  and  m\  sister  is  no 
longer  three.  And  for  the  first  time  in  my  life.  I  will  not  hear  my  Mom  cooking  this 
holiday,  because  I  am  flying  to  San  Francisco  to  spend  Thanksgiving  with  m\  older 
brother.  For  the  first  time  on  this  holiday,  on  my  favorite  holidas  mv  solid  famih 
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is  splintered.  Two  on  the  west  coast 
in  California,  one  on  the  east  coast  in 
North  Carolina,  and  four  cradled  in  the 
rolling  hills  of  Tennessee;  four  of  seven 
are  where  we  all  should  be.  Six  hands 
clasped  in  grateful  prayer  are  missing 
around  a  table  of  three  empty  chairs  and 
too  much  turkey. 

Time  inevitably  passes,  but  why  was 
it  in  such  a  hurry?  What  was  it  running 
from,  and  why  did  we  join  the  race? 
When  did  we  grow  up  and  become 
chained  by  commitment  to  something 
stronger  than  family?  Will  we  be  to- 
gether next  Thanksgiving?  Or  is  this  a 
Polaroid  picture  of  the  future  that  I  want 
to  violently  shake  until  I  can  distort  it  to 
mirror  the  past? 

Speak  Out  at  Glide  Methodist  Church 

Dingy  light  like  the  bottom  of  an  old 
shoe  hovers  in  the  air  like  silence  after 
a  fight—  static,  bitter,  burning,  visible, 
and  heavy  like  the  weight  of  a  thousand 
regrets.  The  streets  are  a  candy-land  of 
old  bubblegum  and  dropped  pills.  Stale 
urine  violates  the  air,  singeing  my  nose 
hairs  as  a  walk  through  a  foul,  yellow 
cloud  that  refuses  to  evaporate,  hanging 
in  the  air  like  a  doped-up  thug  harassing 
pedestrians.  My  brother  loves  this  place? 

We  walk  into  the  church  and  up  three 
flights  of  old  wooden  steps  surrounded 
by  walls  the  color  of  composted  egg- 
shells or  coffee-stained  teeth.  I  feel  the 
architect's  frown  weighing  down  upon 
every  step,  banister,  and  dusty  light  bulb. 

What  am  I  doing  here? 

Then,  my  shifting  eyes  widen— 
laughter  falls  from  the  top  of  the  stairs  — 
delicate  bells  falling  into  my  ears—  the 
kind  of  bells  that  make  cynical  adults 
believe  in  Santa  Claus.  Two  twenty- 
something  year-olds  stand  talking  at 
the  top.  They  look  .  .  .  well,  normal.  By 
normal  I,  of  course,  mean  middle  class. 


Then,  a  60-year-old 

Japanese  Barbie 

with  the  body  of 

a  twenty-year-old 

walks  by  in  her  all 

her  manicured, 

runway 
fabulousness. 

unarmed,  and  sober  and  not  homeless, 
armed,  and  strung-out  like  I  was  expect- 
ing in  a  place  like  this.  Reality  slaps  my 
shamed  hand  in  disgust. 

The  sanctuary  is  bigger  than  I  ex- 
pected, with  a  slopping  balcony  and  a 
tall  ceiling.  Three  banners  hanging  off 
the  balcony  proclaim:  "Real  Hope,"  Real 
Change."  and  "Real  Help."  I  feel  the 
nighttime  inside  the  church  in  a  casual, 
peaceful  way.  About  twelve  people  sit 
scattered  throughout  the  front  pews.  I  see 
the  day  splattered  on  everyone  in  their 
creased  clothes,  tired  hair,  and  heavy 
posture.  But  there  is  a  joy  of  choosing  to 
come  here  and  to  come  together  in  their 
ready  smile,  comfortable  breathing,  and 
light  voices. 

"Sit  here  for  a  minute."  my  brother 
tells  me,  motioning  to  the  first  pew  as 
he  goes  only-God-knows- where.  Then, 
a  60-year-old  Japanese  Barbie  with  the 
body  of  a  twenty-year-old  walks  by  in 
her  all  her  manicured,  runway  fabulous- 
ness. Black  high-heel  leather  boots, 
tilted  zebra  hat,  red  lipstick,  and  piercing 
black  eyes  lined  like  an  Egyptian  god- 
dess. Barbie  stops  in  front  of  a  chubby, 
twenty-something  woman  with  a  buzzed 
head. 
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Barbie:  "How  are  you,  Terry?" 

Buzzed  Head  who  must  be  Terry:  "I'm 
fine." 

Barbie:  "No,  you  don't  look  fine.  You 
look  sad." 

Buzzed  Head  who  I  will  now  call 
Terry:  "Things  have  been  rough.  .  ." 

Terry  continues:  "[insert  why  things 
have  been  rough]" 

Wait.  Did  that  just  happen?  Did  some- 
one just  call-out  and  then  blaze  through 
the  bland,  cultural-reflex  response  of 
"fine"? 

(i.e.  "Fine"— the  shielded  response 
lubricated  with  jadedness  and  insincerity 
in  order  to  grease  the  interrogator  off  the 
responder's  back  and  fling  her  far  away 
so  she  doesn't  have  to  deal  with  any 
more  annoying  questions.) 

Quick!  Put  on  your  thickest  mask! 
Strap  it  on  tight!  Defend  yourself!  De- 
fend the  one  thing  that  is  yours!  Defend 
your  right  to  a  mask! 

But  masks  are  no  defense  to  such 
piercing  eyes.  Scary?  Terrifying?  Or 
relief? 

The  pierce  from  those  eyes  of  black 
is  born  in  the  bottomless  well  of  human 
patience,  understanding,  and  kindness 
and  then  hurtles  through  the  wisdom  of 
space  and  time  to  shoot  from  her  pupils 
and  slice  through  the  masks  of  this  world 
to  fall  on  the  raw,  clenched  cheek  like  a 
soft,  outstretched  hand. 

Look  at  me!  Look  at  me!  Be  my 
knight  in  shinning  armor  and  gallop  like 
a  thundercloud,  jousting  aside  my  mask 
in  a  mangled,  irreparable  heap.  Then, 
stare  at  me  bare,  exposed,  and  naked  in 
my  ultimate  vulnerability.  I  ask  you  to 
stare  at  my  nakedness,  because  I  know 
you  will  not  flinch.  And  even  though 
every  blemish,  stain,  and  sin  will  be  laid 
bare  before  your  eyes,  I  know  your  eyes 
will  never  leave  mine.  Naked.  I  will 
dive  into  your  bottomless  eyes,  soaring 
through  space  and  then  falling,  falling. 


falling  in  love  with  myself,  because  through 
you  I  will  know  that  I  am  a  thing,  no.  a 
woman  of  beauty,  crafted  by  God  and  held 
in  your  solid  gaze.  Look  at  me!  Teach  me 
that  I  am  beautiful  and  worthwhile!  LOOK 
AT  ME!!! 

She  turns  and  walks  away.  I  sit  in  the 
pew.  unseen.  "You  have  to  learn  that  for 
yourself,"  her  clicking  heels  Morse  Code 
me. 

"That's  Janice  Mirikitanl!"  I  turn  to  see 
my  brother  whispering  in  my  ear  with  eyes 
shinning  towards  the  black-eyed  Barbie. 
"Isn't  she  fabulous!  She  is  the  CEO  of  Glide 
and  Rev.  Cecil  Williams'  wife.  They  are 
amazing!" 

Returning  to  the  world,  to  San  Francisco, 
and  to  Glide.  I  notice  that  the  black-eyed 
Barbie  has  interwoven  her  arm  with  a  suit- 
coat  who  must  be  the  Rev.  Cecil  Williams. 
First,  his  nose  hooks  my  eyes:  it  is  curved 
and  pointed  like  an  owl  beak  draped  with 
a  cobra  hood  of  two  wide  nostrils.  Then, 
his  air  embraces  me.  warm  as  his  dark  skin 
and  white  beard  and  constant  as  deep  space. 
Who  are  these  two  people? 

A  single  black  microphone  stands  in  front 
of  the  church,  not  on  the  stage,  but  on  the 
level  of  the  pews  — silent  but  ready.  Let's  see 
what  happens  at  this  "Speak  Out." 

About  twenty-five  people  sit  or  stand  in 
the  sanctuary  now.  The  loners  are  few;  most 
people  are  gathered  in  pairs  or  groups.  Then, 
a  lady  with  skin  as  black  as  her  coat  and  lips 
as  full  as  bloomed  roses  walks  behind  the 
microphone  and  waits,  hushing  the  room. 
Everyone  moves  to  the  front  middle  pews. 
The  night  has  begun. 

The  lady  opens  with  a  poem,  breathing 
a  light  cadence  through  the  air.  cantering, 
breathing,  cantering,  breathing.  Words  turn 
to  centaurs,  weaving  constellations,  explod- 
ing stars  into  a  million  suns,  sweeping, 
galloping  past,  fading,  fading,  fading  into 
pale  moonlight. 

Disappearing  into 

Nothingness. 
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It  was  all  a  show. 

Is  that  is  why  we  came  — for  a  show? 
To  be  entertained  — breath  held  only  to 
exhale  into  a  meaningless  void? 

No.  Not  here.  We  did  not  come  here 
for  nothingness.  We  did  not  come  here 
for  a  show. 

Here  we  came  for  the  truth.  Here  we 
came  to  be  together.  Here  we  came  for 
communion  with  humanity,  for  solace, 
for  answers.  To  hold  on  and  to  be  held. 
To  hear  and  to  be  heard.  To  share  our 
stories  and  in  that  sharing  learn  what  it  is 
to  be  worthwhile. 

It  was  not  nothingness.  It  was  a  pause. 
An  inhale.  A  moment  for  the  lady  to 
reach  behind  her  into  the  black  hole 
of  her  past  and  pull  out  the  book  — her 
book—  the  book  she  buried  long  ago. 
Another  inhale  — sometimes  all  the 
courage  in  the  world  can  be  contained 
in  a  single  inhale  of  air.  She  exhales  her 
forsaken  but  not  forgotten  past  — a  tale  of 
seedy  shadows,  gilded  poison,  and  rock 
bottom. 

(i.e.  Rock  Bottom  — The  first  stable 
place  in  her  life  in  twenty  years.  The 
place  where  she  finally  learned  to  stand 
up  and  walk  away.) 

Drugs  reined  for  twenty  years. 
Overdoses  in  midnight  alleys  were  the 
new  sleepover,  but  there  were  no  pillow 
fights  or  nail  polish  or  giggled  secrets. 
There  was  rape  and  heroin  and  shout- 
ing. Then,  there  was  nothing  except  an 
empty  needle  in  an  empty  alley  and  an 
empty  hand  reaching  up  for  something 
more,  reaching  out  of  the  nothingness 
into  something,  not  know  what  that 
something  might  be,  knowing  only  that 
as  long  as  the  direction  was  opposite  the 
poisoned  needle,  it  would  not  hurt  her. 
The  needle  was  her  compass  no  more. 

She  broke  the  needle,  and  Glide 
grasped  her  hand,  pulling  her  into  a  hug, 
promising  to  never  let  go  as  long  as  she 


wanted  to  stay.  Stab  its  arms,  beat  its 
chest,  bite  its  hands,  rip  its  hair,  curse. 
kick,  claw,  but  stay.  If  you  run  away, 
then  run  back.  Just  stay. 

The  lady  smiles,  roses  blooming,  and 
sits  down. 

A  Scarf 

My  brother  slips  off  my  plaid  scarf 
from  around  my  neck  and  drapes  his 
favorite  scarf  across  my  shoulders, 
saying  with  a  wink,  "It  matches  better." 
It's  as  colorful  as  an  African  tribal  song 
and  as  soft  as  spring  rain.  Fine  threads 
of  silver  glisten  shyly  among  the  woven 
reds,  greens,  blues,  and  yellows.  It's 
like  wearing  a  poem.  It's  like  wearing  a 
rainbow.  It's  like  wearing  a  dream  where 
I  am  an  exotic  princess  and  the  world 
is  mine  to  finger  paint  with  my  flowing 
palette. 

Muir  Woods 

My  brother  and  I  enter  Mother  Na- 
ture's Cathedral.  A  hymn  plays,  soft  but 
vibrant  like  a  whispered  secret.  A  fresh 
breeze  clears  my  mind,  painting  it  blue 
sky. 

Shhh... 

Silence. 

Calm. 

Mentally.  I  curl  up  inside  Mother  Na- 
ture's warm  bellybutton.  and  she  strokes 
my  hair,  singing  me  to  sleep.  Physically, 
I  glide  on  the  humidity,  and  inside  my 
shoes,  my  toes  sink  into  the  spongy  soft 
dirt,  wiggling  in  delight. 

The  air  is  the  exhale  of  the  world's 
first  orgasm,  moist  and  fertile.  Inhaling.  I 
shiver  with  ecstasy.  This  is  what  it  must 
smell  like  to  bury  my  face  in  Mother 
Nature's  breast. 

up.  Up.  UP! 

My  eyes  climb  the  trees  into  the 
clouds. 

Finally,  I  know  what  it  means  to 
bow  in  reverence.  It  is  not  falling  in 
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caged  tension.  It  is  releasing  in  abandon, 
throwing  myself  open,  head  back,  eyes 
wide,  arms  out. 

I  want  to  breathe  here.  I  want  to  run 
and  yelp  here.  I  want  to  decompose  here 
in  a  final  atonement  with  the  Earth,  feed- 
ing a  Redwood  with  my  body. 

I  give  my  body  to  you! 
Take  me  and  grow  up.  Up,  UP! 
Through  the  clouds  through  the  sky 
through  the  atmosphere  through  space 
and  into  the  Heaven  I  cannot  conceive  to 
exist.  Look  into  God's  eyes  and  listen  to 
angels  sing,  and  I  will  see  and  hear  them, 
too,  because  I  will  be  a  part  of  you. 

When  you  die,  we  will  crash  to  the 
earth  in  one  final  cry  of  a  life  lived  atop 
an  exclamation  point.  And  nourishing 
another,  we  will  begin  a  new  adventure. 

These  trees  have  lived  for  hundreds 
of  years.  Humans  dream  of  living  for 
hundreds  of  years  to  witness  human 
advancements  and  the  writing  of  his- 
tory books,  to  accumulate  knowledge, 
and  to  wield  power.  But  trees  care  not 
for  this.  They  have  witnessed  thou- 
sands of  dawns,  sunsets,  stars,  skies, 
winds,  storms,  animals,  insects,  springs, 
summers,  falls,  and  winters.  One  day 
slipping  into  the  next,  unbroken  with 
sleep  or  weariness,  a  continuum  of  life. 
Advancement  is  nearing  the  sky.  History 
is  multiplying  rings.  Power  is  defeating 
the  wind  and  harnessing  the  sun. 

Hush... 

Just  live  in  this  moment  with  your 
brother. 

Just  look  at  that  tree. 

Look  at  it! 

For  once  in  your  life,  don't  think. 

Just  be  Here. 

City  Lights  Book  Store 

Illuminated  books  fly  though  the  air 
and  words,  shaken  loose,  fall,  splattered 
on  the  concrete  below.  Every  day  and 
every  night  feet  searching  for  knowledge 


trample  the  words,  not  knowing  that  it's 
sticking  to  their  shoes  like  bubblegum. 
Why  are  we  told  to  keep  our  chin  up?  I 
rather  enjoy  looking  at  the  ground  and 
the  words  splattered  below. 

Maybe  a  word  will  plop  on  my  head 
like  a  raw  egg  and  slide  down  my  hair 
and  over  my  face  —  goopy  and  slimy  and 
wonderfully  squishy  — coating  me  in  its 
rawness.  Oh.  if  I  could  be  as  raw  as  a 
freshly  cracked  egg.  If  I  could  be  as  vul- 
nerable and  free  and  so  totally  exposed. 
If  I  could  be  as  eyeball  white  and  as  pol- 
len gold.  If  I  could  be  as  elusively  gooey 
and  if  only  I  could  bleed  gold.  too.  like 
a  god  falling  in  battle  only  to  ascend  to 
heaven.  If  I  could  ooze  down  the  face  of 
humanity,  filling  every  pore  and  facial 
orphus  and  thump  with  the  world's  heart- 
beat as  I  slide  down  its  long,  bulging 
carotid  arteries. 

Thump! 

Thump! 

Thump! 

Pounding  me  with  life. 

Pounding  me  with  heat. 

Pounding  me  into  scrambles  — a  chaos 
of  eyeball  goo  and  liquid  pollen  fighting, 
swimming,  and  then  marrying  into  a 
soft,  gentle  yellow  that  gurgles  with  a 
light  froth. 

I  don't  walk  into  City  Lights  Book- 
store. The  sidewalk  flows  into  it.  and  I 
am  swept  along.  No  threshold  separates 
the  outside  world  from  the  hundreds,  no. 
thousands  of 

Books! 

Books! 

Books! 

Everywhere! 

Covering  the  walls.  Filling  the  floor. 

Labyrinths  of  wooden  bookshelves. 

Small  stools  and  worn  chairs  squeeze 
into  random  corners  and  hidden  crannies. 
Silent  readers  perch  on  the  seats  — backs 
hunched,  fingers  clasping  the  pages,  eves 
moving  left  to  right  left  to  right,  leaning 
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so  far  forward  that  I  might  just  see  one  of  them  fall  into  their  book,  through  the  pages, 
and  plop  into  the  author's  inkwell  with  all  the  unformed  words,  thoughts,  and  stories. 
Oh,  if  I  were  so  lucky! 

I  would  dive  in  after  him/her/whoever,  and  laughing  with  wonder  we  would  swim 
in  the  amniotic  fluid  of  masterpieces.  Then,  holding  onto  an  ink  droplet,  we  would 
fall  from  the  quill/  typebar/  pen/  cartridge  onto  the  page,  forever  written  into  the 
words  that  held  a  hand  around  our  hearts. 

Looking  up,  vibrations  shoot  through  my  eyeballs.  Signs  scream  bold  exclama- 
tions from  the  walls,  pulsating  in  strips,  blotches,  smears,  dribbles,  and  splatters  of 
paint.  Mere  paint  thrown  from  the  artists'  hands  and  into  the  world.  Paint  that  must 
forever  carry  out  its  masters'  messages.  Messages  that  were  important  enough  to  be 
immortalized  on  a  canvas  and  crucified  on  a  wall  to  forever  proclaim  the  words: 
"Welcome.  Have  a  Seat  and  Read  a  Book." 
"I  AM  THE  DOOR" 

"Abandon  All  Despair,  Ye  Who  Enter  Here." 
"Stash  Your  Sell-Phone  And  Be  Here  Now" 
"BOOKS  NOT  BOMBS" 
"Free  the  Press  from  Its  Corporate  Owners." 
"Printers'  Ink  is  the  Greater  Explosive" 

In  a  back  corner,  coy  wooden  stairs  hide  behind  a  thick  wall,  and  quite  unpoeticaly 
in  wide  black  caps,  the  stairs  state  their  destination:  POETRY  ROOM.  Walking  up, 
step 
by 
step 
by 
step 
by 
step 

I  feel  like  Alice  falling  down  the  rabbit  hole,  not  knowing  what  lies  at  the  end, 
only  knowing  that  it  will  be  extraordinary. § 


Katie  Adams,  Chefchaouen 
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The  Gay  Marriage 
Debate 


The  invitation  comes  in  the  mail,  in  a 
coral  pink  envelope,  scented 

with  some  kind  of  cinnamony  per- 
fume. 

The  Happy  (sometimes)  Housewife 
reads  it  to  her  husband 

at  dinner,  recognizing  one  of  the 
names  from  college  (study  sessions 

with  bags  of  potato  chips,  licking 
their  fingers 

over  philosophy  texts). 

A  lesbian  wedding,  she  says.  A  lady- 

on-lady  union,  he  says. 

She  thinks  of  romance  and  he 

thinks  of  porn  movies  (again,  col- 
lege). 

She  asks  if  they  can  go.  He  asks 

if  she's  done  the  laundry. 

Lesbians  don't  bother  you,  do  they? 

Not  as  much  as  fags. 

She  starts  planning  for  a  new  dress 
and  he 

swallows  his  prejudices  down 


with  a  beer  and  a  contemptuous 
chuckle. 


The  freckled  bride-to-be  is  draped 

in  white.  A  snow  day.  A  cone 

of  melting  vanilla  ice  cream. 

Behind  her,  her  afroed  fiancee 

is  wearing  a  suit.  She  isn't  trying 

to  be  a  man  (the  days  of  stuffing 
socks 

down  her  pants  are  far  behind  her; 
besides, 

a  suit  does  not  a  man  make). 
She  just  hates  dresses, 
iii. 

The  Nostalgic  Housewife  recalls 
her  own  wedding.  Elopement 
in  Connecticut  with  syncopated  rain- 
drops on  the  roof  of  city  hall.  Their 
witness 

was  a  bored  Yale  junior 
who  had  the  munchies. 
He's  not  for  you,  her  mother 
(knows  best)  said.  This  is  a  phase. 
You  won't  be  happy. 
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She  abandoned 

the  idea  of  marriage 
back  in  high  school, 

when  she  went 

down  on  the  prom 

queen. 

Happiness 

comes  and  goes. 

She  buzzes  around  her  husband, 
eager, 

desperate,  and  sometimes  he 

rewards  her  with  honey. 

And  sometimes  she 

wakes  and  the  other  side  of  the 

bed  is  cold  at  3  AM.  She  sits 

at  home  and  misses  him  and 

does  Jane  Fonda  workouts  and 

takes  drugs  to  make  her  uterus 

more  accepting  and 

some  days  she  dances  to  the  radio 
and 

some  days  she  cries  into  one  of  his 
dress  shirts. 

But  that's  just  the  institution 


of  marriage. 

She  calls  Freckles  to  RSVP 

and  she  finds  herself  asking, 

What  do  your  parents  think? 

Ask  them  yourself  at  the  wedding. 

iv. 

Afro  Dyke  is  in  a  state 

of  almost-shock.  She  abandoned 

the  idea  of  marriage  back  in  high 

school, 

when  she  went  down  on  the  prom 
queen. 

And  now  she's  spending  her  last 

three  paychecks  on  wedding  rings. 

Maybe  the  freckles  have  her  hypno- 
tized. 

The  jewelry  clerk  is  confused 

when  she  makes  her  purchase. 

Your  fiance  must  have  very  small 
hands. 

v. 

The  Husband  is  not  screwing  his 
secretary. 

He  is  not  screwing  a  prostitute. 

He  is  not  screwing  a  stripper. 

He  is  not  screwing  some  girl  from  the 
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temp  agency 

or  an  ex-girlfriend 

or  his  wife's  cousin. 

He's  not  that  kind  of  guy. 

He  is,  however,  screwing  the  possibly 
underage  girl 

who  works  at  the  zoo. 

He's  that  kind  of  guy. 

He  takes  her  to  the  dollar  theater, 

to  motels, 

to  jazz  clubs, 

to  bathroom  stalls, 

and  she  does  things 

that  his  wife  won't  do;  so 

it's  her  fault,  in  a  way, 

isn't  it?  A  wife  is  meant 

to  compromise, 

experiment, 

please. 

The  girl  smells  of  tropical  birds 

and  crowds  of  children, 

and  she  makes  him  feel  like  he's 

starting  over, 

moving  forward, 


but  after  they're  done,  he  always 

goes  back. 

vi. 

The  night  before  the  wedding, 

in  the  middle  of  walking  home, 

Freckles  and  Afro  Dyke  stop 

on  the  sidewalk  to  kiss.  A  smoothie 

flies  from  the  window  of  a  passing 
car. 

A  pink  mess  of  blended  strawberries 
coats 

their  hair,  drips  down 

their  faces,  into 

their  shirts. 

Naked  in  the  shower, 

Afro  Dyke  can  see  the  skin 

around  her  fiancee's  freckles 

redden  with  frustration. 

Getting  married  won't  make  this  life 
easier. 

That  isn't  why  I  want  to  do  it. 


Before  the  ceremony  begins,  the 
Unhappy 

Housewife  asks,  Do  you  love  me 
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Ian  Moore 
like  you  did  on  our  wedding  day? 

Her  husband  asks,  What  are  you 
talking  about? 

She  says,  Weddings  make  me  wonder 
such  things. 

He  says,  This  isn't  a  real  wedding. 

He  never  answers  her  question. 

The  two  women  exchange  rings 

with  vows  attached.  The  Husband 


watches  with  unseeing  eyes;  he  is 
thinking  about  the  underage  girl  and 
what  she  might  look  like 
pregnant.  The  Barren  Housewife 
cries;  she  is  thinking  that  if  lesbians 
want  the  same  Unhappiness 
she  has,  they're  welcome  to  it. 

—Ivy  York-Curtis 
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Finding  Out 

It  will  be  Christmastime 

and  you  will  lie  on  your  back 

and  watch  the  blue  ornaments 

dangle  overhead  as  you  are  carted 

from  room  to  room 

in  your  blue  gown 

on  your  white  stretcher 

in  a  cold  world. 

You  will  smell  the  coffee  grounds 

from  the  tiny  kitchenette  and 

you  will  be  calm 

because  things  are  happening  too 
fast 

and  fear  has  not  yet  come 

like  it  does  before  its  your  turn 

to  ride  the  carnival  Ferris  Wheel. 

But  you  will  close  your  eyes  and 
count 

to  one  thousand  until  the  beeping 

of  the  MRI  slows  down 

until  you  are  too  nauseated  from  fear 

and  claustrophobia 

to  count  anymore.  You  will  not  cry 


when  you  are  told  its  cancer  and  not 
a  fungi 

(like  you  had  hoped).  Instead,  you 
will  laugh  as 

you  turn  to  your  mother  and  say 
"hush,  hush,  I'm  okay." 

And  you  will  not  cry  until  you  ask  the 
oncologist 

about  your  nineteen  years  of  hair 

and  whether  it  will  accompany  you 
to  twenty 

and  she  shakes  her  head 

and  says  no.  Then,  and  only  then, 

will  the  tears  come,  like  the  end  to 
everything 

was  dependent  on  nineteen  years 

of  hair.  And  you  will  blame 

no  one,  as  you  kiss  your  mother, 
brothers,  father 

and  know  that  you  are  luckier  still 
than  the  millions 

who  have  never  made  it  this  far 

and  will  never  make  it  further. 

— Jennica  Broom 
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Wednesday,  Thursday, 
Friday 

Daly  Henning 


Jennifer  Oxford,  Smoking 


I  want  to  explain  everything.  I  want  to  show  you  why  my  family 
clings  to  each  other  like  we're  the  only  people  we  have  in  the  world: 
why  I  curse  at  people  who  walk  away  from  their  car  that's  parked  in 
a  handicap  space;  why  I  won't  read  My  Sister's  Keeper;  why  I  try 
desperately  to  control  every  aspect  of  my  life. 

I  want  to  explain  six  years  of  baggage  but  that  would  take  an  entire 
series  of  novels,  which  is  more  than  this  essay  will  allow.  I  can  show 
you  where  it  started.  I  can  point  to  three  days  that  changed  who  I  am. 
I  can  tell  you  what  happened  on  October  20,  21 ,  and  22.  2004.  Maybe 
it'll  help  you  to  understand  something  about  me.  I  know  that  really 
it's  only  three  days.  There  are  many  days  that  came  before  them,  and 
many  days  that  came  after  them,  but  these  days  are  the  most  vivid  for 
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me.  I'll  try  and  explain. 

Wednesday,  October  20,  2009 

I  swear  I  was  not  worried. 

As  I  stood  in  the  lobby  of  the  Mc- 
Wane  Center  with  a  bunch  of  other  high 
school-aged  homeschoolers,  waiting  on 
our  rides  to  pick  us  up  after  our  science 
labs,  I  fiddled  with  my  graph-paper  note- 
book and  watched  the  line  of  cars  go  by, 
wondering  whether  it  would  be  my  mom 
or  my  aunt  who  picked  up  my  brother 
Will  and  me. 

After  my  mom  had  dropped  us  off  at 
our  afternoon  science  labs,  she  had  taken 
my  sister  in  for  a  hastily  scheduled  CAT 
scan.  She  said  if  they  weren't  through 
before  class  got  out  my  Aunt  Grace 
would  pick  us  up. 

It  didn't  occur  to  me  to  be  worried. 
The  main  reason  for  the  CAT  scan  was 
Anna's  headaches.  When  I  was  eleven,  I 
had  a  CAT  scan  because  I  had  head- 
aches. No  one  found  anything  wrong 
with  me.  Even  though  the  CAT  scan 
had  been  moved  up  to  today  because 
Anna's  eye  had  crossed  that  morning  and 
wouldn't  uncross,  I  still  thought  Anna 
would  be  just  like  me.  I  just  had  head- 
aches. She  just  had  headaches.  There 
was  nothing  wrong  with  me;  there  would 
be  nothing  wrong  with  Anna.  I  didn't 
know  all  the  terrible  things  that  could  go 
wrong  in  the  world.  I  didn't  recognize 
the  danger  signs:  crossed  eyes,  uncon- 
trollable weight  gain,  and  headaches  that 
wake  you  up  in  the  night. 

Grace's  car  pulled  into  the  pick-up 
zone.  I  still  wasn't  worried;  hospitals 
make  you  wait  a  long  time.  We  drove  in 
silence.  I  sat  in  the  back  seat;  Will  sat  in 
the  front.  As  we  neared  my  house  Grace 
got  a  call  from  my  mom.  It  was  brief. 

"They're  already  at  home,"  Grace  said 
when  she  hung  up.  I  hung  over  the  seat 
in  front  of  me,  trying  to  get  closer.  "She 


has  some  news,"  Grace  continued.  "But 
she  didn't  want  to  say  anything  over  the 
phone." 

I  began  to  worry. 

Anna  was  standing  on  the  front  porch 
when  we  pulled  up  in  front  of  my  house. 
She's  changed  so  much  since  then  it's 
startling  to  remember  her  as  she  was: 
short  and  round  with  long  brown  hair,  a 
little  face  and  that  could  light  up  with  a 
big  smile.  Now  her  height  is  obscured 
by  her  wheelchair;  her  weight  problems 
are  worse  because  she  can't  exercise; 
her  hair  is  shorter  (although  I  swear  it 
got  thicker  since  the  surgery);  turquoise 
metal  glasses  break  up  her  round  face. 

We  got  out  of  the  car  and  she  broke 
the  news  before  we  made  it  halfway 
down  the  sidewalk. 
"I  have  a  brain  tumor." 

She  was  trying  to  be  brave,  to  smile, 
to  choke  back  tears,  but  it  wasn't  work- 
ing. 

After  those  words  time  moved  for- 
ward in  a  series  of  sharp,  clear  moments 
broken  up  by  long  blurs  of  time  that 
sped  by  me  and  refuse  to  be  recalled.  I 
know  we  must  have  talked.  My  mom 
and  my  younger  brother  Will  and  Anna 
and  I.  We  must  have  sat  down  after  Anna 
said  those  words  and  discussed  what 
was  going  on.  Craniopharyngioma  must 
have  come  up  early  in  the  conversation. 
I  know  at  some  point  it  came  out  that 
Anna  was  going  to  be  operated  on  two 
days  later,  on  Friday. 

All  I  remember  of  the  rest  of  Wednes- 
day is  standing  in  the  kitchen  later  that 
night  after  my  dad  came  home.  We 
stood  in  our  newly  remodeled  kitchen 
leaning  on  the  taupe  countertops  that  my 
mom  had  worried  so  much  about  in  the 
previous  month.  Mom  explained  what 
would  happen  in  the  next  two  days:  on 
Thursday  Anna  would  go  back  to  Chil- 
dren's and  undergo  preadmission:  Friday 
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we  would  go  to  the  hospital  early  and 
Anna's  surgery  would  last  four  hours. 

"Will  that  fix  everything?"  I  asked. 

"We  don't  know,"  Mom  said. 
And  then  Dad  broke  down.  My  great 
big  Dad.  He  towered  over  all  of  us  then. 
My  dad,  who  would  follow  us  around 
with  a  video  camera  laughing.  My  dad 
was  crying.  I  had  never  seen  my  father 
cry  and  it  scared  me. 

Thursday,  October  21 ,  2009 

Thursday  I  cleaned.  While  Mom,  Dad 
and  Anna  went  to  the  hospital  for  pre-ad- 
mission, and  Will  holed  up  in  his  room, 
I  cleaned  the  house.  I  hate  cleaning.  I 
avoid  it  at  all  costs.  Unless  someone  is 
coming  over,  there  are  only  two  reasons 
I  voluntarily  clean:  I'm  procrastinating 
or  I  am  so  stressed  that  only  scrubbing 
the  bathtub  or  hauling  the  vacuum  over 
the  carpet  will  calm  me  down.  I  dusted 
and  vacuumed  and  wiped  until  the  visi- 
tors started  showing  up:  Aunts,  cousins, 
neighbors,  and  friends. 

If  you  had  asked  me  the  day  before 
if  we  had  any  friends  in  Birmingham, 
I  probably  would  have  said  no.  That 
would've  been  an  exaggeration  -  we  had 
a  grandmother,  some  aunts  and  cousins 
and  a  couple  old  friends  -  but  it  didn't 
feel  like  much  of  an  exaggeration.  We 
had  moved  back  to  Birmingham  four 
months  earlier  from  New  Windsor,  New 
York.  Four  years  before  we  had  followed 
Dad's  job  from  Birmingham  to  New 
Windsor,  that  summer  the  company  he 
worked  for  went  under  and  we  came 
back  to  Birmingham.  We  drove  away 
from  all  our  best  friends  in  New  York.  I 
had  just  started  a  new  homeschool  group 
with  new  classes  and  new  kids.  I  thought 
I  was  alone,  that  I  had  no  friends,  that  no 
one  knew  my  family  or  me. 

Thursday  proved  me  wrong.  Around 
lunchtime,  troops  started  marching  down 


our  worn  brick  sidewalk  armed  with 
casseroles,  checks,  cards  and  stuffed 
animals.  I  don't  know  when  any  of  us 
had  time  to  spread  the  news  but  spread 
it  did.  and  troops  of  people  responded. 
They  rallied  to  our  support. 

Anna's  reputation  as  a  stuffed  animal. 
or"stufhe."  fiend  is  well  known  through- 
out two  states.  Accordingly.  Anna's  best 
friend,  our  cousin  Kimbrell.  came  with 
a  giant  stuffed  Dalmatian  under  one  arm 
and  an  even  larger  stuffed  Rottweiler  un- 
der the  other.  My  mom's  friend  brought 
a  little  stuffed  elephant.  And  those  are 
just  the  stuffed  animals  I  remember.  By 
now,  Anna  has  received  enough  stuffed 
animals  to  fill  several  of  the  largest  Rub- 
bermaid bins. 

I  helped  Anna  name  the  new  addi- 
tions to  her  collection  of  stuffies:  Elbe 
the  Elephant,  Peanut  Butter  the  dog. 
I  entertained  my  younger  cousins.  I 
listened  to  my  mom  talk  to  all  the  visi- 
tors trying  to  hold  back  tears.  Everyone 
wanted  to  hug  us. 

Anna  talked  to  our  family  and  clos- 
est friends  like  normal,  but  whenever 
someone  we  weren't  close  to  came  to 
visit,  she  wouldn't  face  them:  instead 
she  stood  sideways  to  look  at  them.  We 
waved  good-bye  to  our  neighbor  Mrs. 
Aslbrook,  who  had  offered  her  consola- 
tion and  a  gift  card  for  groceries. 

I  turned  to  Anna  after  she  left. 
"Why  aren't  you  facing  Mrs.  Alsbrook. 
Anna?"  I  asked  her. 

"Because  it  doesn't  hurt  my  eyes  so 
much."  The  tumor  had  grown  so  large 
that  it  started  pressing  on  her  eye.  "I  look 
more  normal." 

I  don't  know  how  I  fell  asleep  that 
night.  This  was  when  Anna  and  I  still 
shared  a  bedroom.  I  had  spent  main 
nights  before  this  one  listening  to  her 
crying  and  my  parents  trying  to  comfort 
her  because  her  head  hurt  so  bad  she 
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couldn't  sleep.  I'm  not  sure  how  I  wasn't 
worried  about  her  before  Wednesday. 
I'm  ashamed  I  wasn't  worried,  but  I  was 
sixteen  and  annoyed  that  I  was  stuck 
sharing  a  room  with  my  little  sister. 

When  I  try  to  remember  Anna  before 
the  surgery,  I  find  that  she  is  eclipsed  by 
Anna  after  the  surgery.  I  peer  around  the 
Anna  that  uses  a  wheelchair  and  talks 
with  a  slow,  slurred  speech  trying  to  find 
glimpses  of  the  old  Anna,  but  I  can't  see 
much.  She  was  just  my  kid  sister. 

Whenever  we  went  on  a  trip,  Anna 
wanted  to  buy  a  stuffed  animal.  I  thought 
she  had  too  many,  and  I  didn't  see  the 
appeal.  If  you  don't  actually  play  with 
a  stuffed  animal,  which  Anna  didn't, 
then  they  just  sit  on  the  bed,  and  there's 
only  so  much  space  on  a  twin-sized  bed. 
I  was  always  trying  to  convince  her  to 
get  books,  like  I  did,  or  dolls,  because  I 
had  outgrown  them  and  secretly  wished 
I  had  not. 

Friday,  October  22,  2004 

When  my  family  arrived  at  the  hos- 
pital before  7  am,  my  cousin  Sherri,  my 
Aunt  Grace,  and  my  Grandmother  were 
already  there,  sitting  half  asleep  on  cold 
vinyl  benches  in  the  one-day  surgery 
waiting  room.  We  crammed  into  the  prep 
room  where  Anna  lay  in  a  faded  hospital 
gown  waiting  on  the  nurse  to  arrive 
and  take  her  into  surgery.  We  stared  at 
the  romping-teddy-bears  wallpaper  to 
avoid  looking  at  Anna,  who  looked  tiny 
lying  in  the  adult-sized  hospital  bed.  We 
commented  on  the  stuffed  elephant  Anna 
was  taking  with  her  into  surgery  and  the 
stuffed  hedgehog  the  hospital  gave  her. 
We  said  everything  would  be  all  right. 

"Let's  pray  before  they  come  back," 
Dad  said.  We  bowed  our  heads  and 
gripped  each  other's  hands.  "God  we  lift 
Anna  up  to  you  and  ask  that  you  would 
protect  her  in  the  surgery." 


"Why  aren't  you 

facing  Mrs.  Als- 

brook,Anna?"  I 

asked  her. 

"Because  it 

doesn't  hurt  my 

eyes  so  much/' 


"We'll  see  you  in  four  hours,"  we  said 
when  the  nurse  came  to  get  Anna.  We 
squeezed  her  hands  or  her  feet,  what- 
ever we  were  standing  closest  to.  We 
followed  Anna's  bed  out  of  the  room 
and  watched  as  the  nurse  wheeled  Anna 
down  the  hall.  We  stood,  left  behind,  as 
the  hospital  gurney  turned  the  corner. 

The  wait  began.  I  explored  every  inch 
of  the  hospital  open  to  the  public.  Will 
and  I  made  multiple  trips  to  the  cafeteria, 
studied  the  wall  of  Disney  memorabilia 
for  an  hour,  played  with  the  plastic 
cars  and  sand  tables,  watched  "Sesame 
Street"  and  played  cards  hunched  over 
a  tiny  table  in  bright  red,  child-sized 
chairs.  Like  a  magnet,  the  one-day  sur- 
gery waiting  room  drew  us  back  every 
hour.  Someone  was  always  there  waiting 
on  news  from  the  doctor.  I  didn't  like 
how  large  the  room  was;  I  felt  exposed. 
The  purple  vinyl  benches  offered  no 
comfort.  The  bright  primary  colors  on 
the  floor  and  the  walls  scared  more  than 
they  cheered. 

Sometimes  I  was  accompanied  in  my 
wanderings  by  Will,  other  times  by  the 
two  friends  I  had  in  Alabama.  Serenity. 
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Laura,  and  I  wandered  the  halls  trying  to 
talk  about  unimportant  topics.  Seren- 
ity spent  much  of  the  time  admiring  the 
babies. 

"I  want  a  baby  so  bad,"  Serenity  said. 
"I  don't  want  to  have  my  own  kids," 
Laura  said.  "I  want  to  adopt.  There  are 
plenty  of  babies  out  there  that  need  a 
home;  I  don't  need  to  make  any  of  my 
own."  Serenity  and  Laura  did  not  get 
along. 

I  didn't  have  an  opinion  on  babies. 
Or  anything  else  we  talked  about.  All  I 
wanted  was  to  stop  worrying  about  Anna 
and  for  one  of  them  to  leave  so  I  could 
quit  worrying  about  the  two  of  them  and 
whether  they  were  going  to  strangle  each 
other. 

Whenever  I  wandered  back  into  the 
waiting  room  I  watched  the  people  who 
came  to  visit  us.  The  troops  rallied  in 
even  vaster  numbers  for  the  surgery. 
Dozens  of  people  visited  us  in  the  wait- 
ing room:  pastors,  cousins,  old  friends 
and  cousin's  mothers-in-law.  People 
we  hadn't  seen  since  we  moved  to  New 
York  came  to  see  us.  Cancer  draws 
people  together. 

When  I  tired  of  people-watching.  I 
watched  the  fish  in  the  waiting  room 
aquarium.  I  tracked  the  movements  of 
the  "Nemo"  fish  and  the  "Dory"  fish. 
This  lost  some  of  its  appeal  when  we 
all  noticed  one  of  the  fish  was  twitch- 
ing near  the  top.  We  watched  as  the  fish 
struggle  to  swim  along  the  edge  of  the 
tank  and  then  slowly,  with  brief,  strug- 
gling spasms,  sank  to  the  bottom  of  the 
tank  and  stopped  moving.  This  caused 
small  Hurry  of  distress  from  the  nurses 
who  couldn't  get  the  fish  out  of  the  tank 
and  were  forced  to  cover  the  spot  where 
the  fish  lay  with  paper  so  none  of  the 
children  could  see  him. 

I  was  determined  not  to  cry  all  day.  I 
was  going  to  be  brave.  I  only  came  close 
once.  I  sat  on  a  tiny  plastic  waiting  room 


bench  chatting  with  Serenity  and  Laura 
when  I  looked  up  at  the  entry'  to  the  wait- 
ing room.  Framed  there  was  Aunt  Heidi. 
She  stood  there  with  the  same  dyed 
blonde  hair,  wearing  the  same  platform 
sneakers  and  one  of  her  twenty  pairs 
of  reading  glasses,  looking  exactly  the 
same  as  she  had  in  New  York.  She  had 
flown  down  to  support  us  without  telling 
anyone  in  my  family  she  was  coming. 

"I  couldn't  sit  up  there  doing  nothing." 
she  said  when  we  asked  her  why  she  had 
flown  down  at  a  moment's  notice. 

Of  all  the  old  friends  who  came  to 
visit  us,  none  were  as  special  as  Aunt 
Heidi.  That  someone  who  wasn't  even 
related  to  us  (the  title  of  Aunt  was  honor- 
ary) would  fly  1000  miles  to  be  with  us 
wrapped  me  more  tightly  in  love  than 
her  rib-crushing  embrace. 

Every  couple  of  hours  we  would 
get  an  update  from  Dr.  Blount.  Anna's 
surgeon.  The  original  estimate  for  the 
surgery  was  four  hours,  but  the  four- 
hour  mark  came  and  went.  It  was  clear 
that  the  surgery  would  take  much  longer 
than  four  hours.  I  became  bored  with  the 
hospital.  You  can  only  stare  at  Disney 
memorabilia  or  play  with  preschool  toys 
for  so  long  before  you  go  mad.  The  sur- 
gery was  supposed  to  be  over  by  noon. 
We  should  have  been  celebrating  by  that 
afternoon,  not  staring  at  a  sheet  of  printer 
paper  covering  a  dead  fish. 

1  brought  books,  but  concentrating 
on  anything  was  difficult.  The  land  of 
fiction  that  so  often  brought  me  comfort 
and  endless  hours  of  amusement  had 
deserted  me.  I  could  find  no  friend  in  the 
land  of  Redwall  and  the  Poirot's  deduc- 
tions could  not  astound  me.  Instead  ot 
being  supported  by  a  heroine  with  long 
blonde  hair  fighting  a  dragon.  I  was  left 
to  face  my  dragon  solo. 

Most  of  the  troops  dispersed  for  din- 
ner, leaving  a  few  stalwart  soldiers  to 
hold  out  on  the  last  hours  of  our  watch. 
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Laura  left,  relieving  at  least  one  of 
my  worries.  The  other  families  in  the 
one-day  surgery  waiting  room  began  to 
leave  as  well.  Their  surgeries  had  begun 
as  early  as  ours,  but  their  children  had 
simpler  problems,  minor  difficulties. 
Soon  we  were  the  only  group  left  in  the 
waiting  room.  We  huddled  together  over 
Guthrie's  chicken,  watching  Friends, 
waiting  for  news. 

Dr.  Blount  came  into  the  waiting 
room  at  7:30.  He  was  done. 

"Anna's  fine."  He  pulled  off  his  green 
surgery  cap  and  ran  his  hand  over  his 
clipped  brown  hair. 

"Anna's  tumor  was  the  size  of  an  or- 
ange with  two  tangerines  on  either  side," 
he  explained.  "I  was  able  to  go  in  and 
remove  almost  all  of  it.  All  that's  left  is 
a  piece  about  the  size  of  my  pinky  nail. 
This  type  of  tumor  is  unlikely  to  grow 
back.  Anna  should  be  fine."  My  mother 
hugged  him  after  he  finished  talking.  She 
thanked  him  for  saving  Anna.  We  were 
all  hugging,  tight  group  hugs  that  left  me 
with  someone  else's  tears  on  my  sleeve 
and  a  crick  in  my  shoulder. 

I  sat  down  next  to  Serenity  and  Will 
and  held  the  stuffed  hedgehog:  Tansy 
the  Comfort  Hedgehog.  After  Dr.  Blount 
left.  Aunt  Heidi  fell  down  on  her  knees 
praising  God.  Until  that  moment  I  had 
always  seen  public  prayers  as  something 
solemn  and  subdued,  never  so  open  and 
raw.  Those  left  in  the  waiting  room,  Se- 
renity's mom  and  my  cousins  and  aunts, 
were  calling  others  and  letting  them 
know  that  Anna  had  made  it  through  the 
surgery.  Mom  and  Dad  stood  apart  from 
the  group,  sharing  their  relief  in  relative 
privacy. 

I  watched  everyone  dealing  with 
their  relief  and  I  squeezed  the  hedgehog 
tighter,  a  small  acknowledgement  of  my 
own  relief.  I  thought  that  I  wanted  to 
remember  this  moment  forever.  I  wanted 
to  remember  everyone  in  that  moment 


of  relief,  to  remember  the  powerful  rush 
after  the  tension  and  fear  was  over.  The 
worst  was  over. 

Wednesday,  October  22,  2009 

I  pulled  up  skype  on  my  computer 
as  I  sat  in  my  spartan  bedroom  at  the 
University  of  Limerick.  It  was  1:55  pm 
Ireland  time,  which  would  make  it  7:55 
am  in  Birmingham,  Alabama.  My  mom 
would  be  dropping  Anna  off  at  school.  I 
would  have  to  wait  to  call  home.  Anna 
was  now  attending  Mountain  Brook 
Junior  High  for  half  days.  My  mom 
decided  the  previous  summer  that  Anna 
was  ready  for  the  special-ed  classes  that 
they  offered. 

I  flipped  from  facebook  to  yahoo  to 
youtube  in  quick  succession.  I  wanted 
my  mom  to  get  home  so  I  could  call. 
My  family  had  reached  the  five-year  an- 
niversary of  Anna's  surgery.  Today,  Anna 
joined  the  ranks  of  cancer  survivors. 

I  never  know  how  to  measure  Anna's 
progress  since  the  surgery:  in  how  far 
she  has  come  or  how  far  she  has  not 
come.  The  more  grateful  view  would 
look  at  how  far  Anna  has  come  since  her 
five-month  stay  in  Children's  Hospital. 
Certainly  she  has  improved  since  the 
week  after  her  surgery  when  she  came 
down  with  infections  in  her  cerebrospi- 
nal fluid  and  sank  into  a  coma  that  lasted 
for  months.  She  has  defied  the  doctors 
that  warned  us  she  could  remain  in  a 
vegetative  state  for  the  rest  of  her  life. 
She  can  talk  and  laugh.  She  has  grown 
stronger. 

But  I  can't  help  seeing  Anna's  limita- 
tions. It's  hard  not  to  when  you  live  with 
a  sister  who  cannot  stand  on  her  own. 
Whose  motor  control  is  so  weak  she 
cannot  tie  her  own  shoes.  Whose  speech 
is  slow  and  slurred  and  can  descend  into 
a  low  murmur  that  you  can't  understand. 
Mornings  with  Anna  require  a  round  of  4 
pills;  nights  require  five. 
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Progress  is  relative. 

2:15.  It's  8:15  in  Birmingham.  Mom  will  be  back  from  picking  up  Anna.  Dad  will 
be  at  work,  and  Will  will  be  at  school.  I  can  call  Mom  now. 

My  family  has  come  a  long  way  since  Anna's  surgery.  Whether  our  changes  are 
good  or  bad  remains  to  be  seen.  We've  each  spent  at  least  a  year  in  hospital  waiting 
rooms  with  Anna.  We've  had  to  adjust  to  living  with  a  sister  who  requires  care  at  all 
hours.  We've  learned  some  odd  skills:  how  to  navigate  a  tiny  hallway  with  a  wheel- 
chair, how  to  translate  "doctor  speak."  We've  learned  a  limited,  yet  detailed  medical 
vocabulary.  We've  bonded  over  gross-out  hospital  stories  and  episodes  of 
Scrubs. 

"Hey  sweetie."  I  watch  my  mom  in  the  webcam  as  she  plops  down  at  the  computer. 

"How's  Anna?"  That  is  the  refrain  of  my  life.  If  I'm  not  asking  how  Anna  is.  then 
someone  is  asking  me. 

"Better  today,  she  had  weak  day  yesterday.  Her  cortef  may  have  been  off.  She  just 
couldn't  do  much.  Today,  though,  she's  doing  good." 

"Do  ya'll  have  any  plans  to  celebrate?"  I  asked. 

"It's  Wednesday,  so  the  youth  group  is  coming  over.  I'm  making  cupcakes." 
That  was  it.  A  day  that  I  felt  deserved  a  parade  and  live  coverage  on  TV  got 
cupcakes.  Mom  would  clean  the  house;  Anna  would  go  to  school;  Will  would  do 
homework;  Dad  would  go  to  work;  I  would  go  to  classes.  Our  conversation  moved  on 
to  my  upcoming  trip  to  London.  It  was  just  another  day. 

I  was  disappointed,  but  I  expected  too  much.  The  only  thing  that  changed  when 
Anna  hit  the  five-year  mark  was  her  "official"  designation  went  from  patient  to  sur- 
vivor. It  didn't  mean  that  she  was  suddenly  better.  The  tumor  hasn't  been  a  problem 
since  the  surgery;  it's  all  the  complications  that  came  after  her  surgery  that  are  caus- 
ing her  problems  now.  Anna  will  continue  her  slow  progress.  The  only  question  now 
is  how  far  she  will  go.§ 
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Ian  Whitley 
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Kelly  Lansden 
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Mallory  Ballant 
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Eli  Palmer 


41 


RE: 

William  Carlos  Williams 

You  are 

more  than  welcome 

to  all  the  plums 

our  fridge  can  weather 

if  you  only  promise, 

next  time, 

to  eat  them 

with  me. 

I  will  simply 
sip  coffee 
in  the  morn, 
if  it  means 
I  get  to  see 
you  before  I  go. 

P.S. 

I  am  partial 

to  the  grapes,  love. 

The  way  I  can  hold 

so  many 

in  just  one  hand 

makes  me  smile. 

—Rebecca  Renfroe 
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The  Faithful 

Am  I  foolish  for  this? 
A  love  gone  remiss, 

Still  my  heart  beats  so  fast, 

How  much  longer  can  this 
last? 

You  say  you  feel  this  way  too, 

Yet  your  words  are  untrue. 

To  me,  love  is  part  of  what 
helps  us  live, 

To  you  my  heart  I  will  always 
give. 


I  will  be  bound, 
Until  my  love, 

Is  again  found. 

While  I  will  watch  you  safe 
and  sound, 

My  own  heart  will  forever 
pound, 

I  will  offer  a  peace  and  a  hand, 

Even  when  you've  found  your 
new  man. 


For  situations  out  of  my  con-        Ever  yours  will  I  stay, 
trol, 


I  gave  myself  heart  and  soul, 

At  that  time  you  did  not  deny, 

And  now  still  your  heart  can 
fly. 

To  me  the  danger  does  out 
match, 

Any  hope  that  I  could  catch. 

So  to  you, 


Even  past  my  worldly  days. 
If  lover  not  may  I  be, 
Friend  forever  will  you  see, 
So  worry  not, 
Rest  your  eyes, 
I  will  be  here.... 
At  your  side.... 

— Tanakara  Sai 
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Victor  Thompson 
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Alex  Lupo,  Row  of  Trees 
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Title 

Living  our  love  song- 
Lost  in  this  moment. 
American  Soldier, 
Why  don't  we  just  dance. 
My  little  girl 
I  run  to  you.. 
Do  I? 

Some  people  change, 
Stay  with  me. 
We  weren't  crazy- 
Southern  Voice. 
Skin. 
I  melt, 

I  wanna  make  you  close  your  eyes- 
I  breathe  in,  I  breathe  out- 

— Lauren  Metzger 
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"Ekphrasis  on 
'Arnolfini  Marriage' 
by  Jan  Van  Eyck" 

I  stand  contemplatively  before 

the  Old  Masters  exhibit  in 

Birmingham, 

trying  to  appear  intellectual, 

well-read 

in  the  midst  of  the  scholars 

circumscribing  me. 

"Arnolfini  Marriage"  by  Jan  Van 

Eyck 

embezzles  my  attention. 

Scarlet  bedclothes  belonging  to 

the  betrothed  couple  have  long 

been 

tainted.  No  surprise:  the  open 

window  let  their  secrets  escape. 

A  bride  in  candlelight  with  her 
white 

heels  cast  off  as  if  a  fallen  facade. 
The  aristocratic  man  adorns  his 
ebony 

tunic,  a  string  of  fur  as  if  to 
disguise 

the  happenstance  misfortune 
that  he  has  produced  upon  him- 
self. 

He  will  espouse  the  girl  in  the 

emerald 

gown  draped  over  her  pale  blue 

undergarments. 

The  folds  of  her  dress  fall  over 

her  abdomen 

to  camouflage  the  spherical 

source  of  their  marriage  vows. 


She  knows  she  should  feel 

honored, 

proud,  though  despite  her 

Olympian 

attire,  her  face  betrays  her  candor 

like  treason  in  the  King's  navy. 

Both  husband  and  wife  with 

averted 

eyes  avoid  the  ornate,  concave 

mirror  facing  the  stained  bloody 

bed. 

The  mirror's  chilling  metallic 

surface 

reflects  unwavering  truth 

like  the  ocean  tide  reaching  for 

the  moon. 

I  return  to  my  position  in  the 
Birmingham 

museum  to  find  the  scholars 
eyeing  me 

surreptitiously,  probably  wonder- 
ing what 

I  envisioned  about  the 
star-crossed  lovers. 

— Mandy  Shunnarah 
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Jasmine  Higbee,  Choke 
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Alex  Lupo,  Sweet  Home  Alabama 
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Highway  157 

Driving  down  Highway  157, 

to  my  right  a 

brown  and  white  sign. 

LaGrange  College  Site,  2  miles,  it 
says. 

A  flashback  starts. 

I  remember  sitting  on  a  couch 

in  your  living  room, 

we  were  getting  ready  to  go. 

Driving  in  my  memory  down  High- 
way 157, 

I  turn  by  another  brown  and  white 
sign. 

As  I  turn  into  LaGrange, 

I  glance  at  a  ghost  town  playground 
faded  red. 

The  gravel  beneath  my  tires  crunches 
as 

I  pull  into  the  parking  lot. 

You're  sitting  in  the  passenger's  seat, 

I  look  over  and  can't  help  but  smile, 

your  brown  hair  a  mess. 

We  talked  for  hours  on  the  swings 

and  that  old  concrete  picnic  table. 


We  were  just  old  friends, 

embarking  down  a  road  called  love. 

Driving  down  Highway  157, 

the  memory  fades  like  our  red  paint 
love, 

on  the  ghost  town  playground. 

It  was  once  vibrant,  even  exciting, 

but  faded,  losing  appeal. 

Overwhelmed,  I  slow  down  the  car 

and  I  am  not  thinking  clearly. 

I'm  blinded  by  bitterness,  hate, 
mistrust 

reminding  me  that  you  destroyed 

us  as  well  as  my  heart. 

Lost  and  blinded  on  the  side  of  High- 
way 157, 

I  tear  down  the  brown  and  white 
sign, 

a  historical  marker, 

in  my  mind  you  are  Hiroshima, 

I  am  the  atom  bomb. 


— Kyrsten  Matthews 
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The  Yoke  of  Existence 

Oh,  Merciful  Father! 

Could  I  liquefy  and  pour  out  into  the  earth, 

As  deep  as  my  volume  could  saturate? 

As  dark  and  cool  and  restful  as  human  souls  dare  aspire? 

Could  I  then  be  drawn  through  roots,  eventually  only 

So  many  molecules  of  hydrogen  and  oxygen  'mongst  the  leaves, 

Awaiting  the  autumn,  and  a  death  without  its  pain? 

Merciful  Spirit  of  Divinity! 

Could  I  be  broken  asunder  into  vapor? 

Then  drifting  upwards,  the  slowest  progression 

A  meter  a  minute;  a  meter  each  minute 

At  least  cognizant  of  my  fated  place 

Amongst  those  brilliant,  ethereal,  transient  murals, 

Those  steam-comprised  mountains  that  pen  for  us  volumes 

Imparting  the  paradigm  of  the  constitution  of  beauty? 

My  tears  given  meaning  now,  nourishing  life, 

Before  eventually  I  float  gently  away  and  dissipate  easily  into  the  wild,  free 

atmosphere? 

Oh,  Great  Intangible  Something  of  Mercy  and  Mystery  and  Grace! 
Could  this  body  spring  forth  as  plasma  from  the  Pillars  of  Creation? 
My  eyes  as  solar  flares  and  a  deep,  dark  sunspot  for  a  heart? 
Smoldering  on  with  a  determination  not  wont  to  fade, 

Spewing  lively  light  into  the  void  as  I  now  spew  deathly  laments  to  the  Void- 
less? 

Inevitably  ripped  apart  in  a  violent,  blinding  instant  not  just  inexorable,  but 
accepted? 

Oh,  Merciful  Everything  I  See! 

Oh,  Merciful  I-Know-Not-What! 

Oh,  Heavenly  Spirit  in  Spirituality  Sustained, 

Who  once  offered  vague  glimmerings  of  hope  and  light  to  me! 

Might  thou  perchance  move  me  again? 

Is  there  peace  yet  to  be  offered? 

This  solidity  and  rationale,  this  prison  'twixt  earth  and  sky. 

Is  a  black-hole  burden  that  I  can  neither  agree  nor  decline  to  bear! 

My  existence  is  a  yoke  not  meant  for  fragile  men  to  wear! 

—Josh  Beach 
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The  Regulars 

Walter  Lewellyn 


Payton  Roberts 


This  doesn't  end  well.  It  doesn't  beginning  or  middle  well,  either. 

The  Sigma  Nu  house  is,  on  occasion,  home  to  a  festival  atmo- 
sphere. Every  so  often  its  members  will  pony  up  enough  money  to 
bring  in  a  band  (always  local,  of  course).,  or  to  buy  enough  drinks  for 
a  mixer,  or  to  entertain  alumni  for  a  few  hours  before  the  actual  party 
gets  underway.  Some  of  those  nights  vaguely  resemble  the  idea  that 
people  who  are  not  in  college  have  of  the  wild  bacchanals  people  in 
college  supposedly  attend.  Tonight  is  not  one  of  those  nights. 

The  first  warning  sign  we  see  is  upon  approaching  the  house  at 
roughly  half  past  eleven.  There's  no  one  immediately  outside  the 
front  door,  or  sitting  on  the  porch  around  the  corner.  Taking  stock 
of  our  environment,  we  see  that  every  other  house  on  the  row  looks 
similarly  abandoned,  save  for  the  distant  noise  of  chatter  behind  the 
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houses  and  beyond  our  no  man's  land. 
On  most  nights  we  would  take  the  short- 
cut around  the  house  and  make  a  beeline 
immediately  for  those  signs  of  intelligent 
life  like  moths  drawn  to  ringtone  rap  and 
the  Red  Hot  Chili  Peppers. 

In  this  scenario,  however,  we  step 
inside  first.  As  per  usual,  we  find  some 
people  playing  cards  on  one  side  of  the 
room  (Texas  Hold  'Em  and  Blackjack 
are  the  most  common  games  by  a  long- 
shot).  This  being  Sigma  Nu,  there's  no 
guarantee  that  a  single  one  of  them  will 
be  of  the  female  persuasion.  The  card 
players  are  friendly  enough,  and  chuckle 
when  we  approach  them  and  say,  "What 
are  y'all  playing,  and  why  does  the 
fact  that  [Jimmie]  has  a  straight  flush 
matter?"  It's  a  game  we  routinely  play, 
almost  a  ritual,  but  it  tends  to  break  the 
ice  and  gets  us  primed  for  what  awaits  us 
downstairs. 

On  the  other  side  of  the  room 
someone  is  playing  a  videogame,  and 
we  should  acknowledge  that  the  only 
videogames  allowed  (the  "cool"  ones) 
are  those  that  came  out  prior  to  the  turn 
of  our  current  century.  Normally  it's  not 
just  one  lonesome  soul  — it's  two  lone- 
some souls,  playing  something  together 
on  the  Nintendo  64.  They  are  enrapt  in 
their  game,  in  their  scattered  outbursts 
or  dead-eyed  focus,  and  have  little  time 
for  us  passers  by.  We  might  be  lucky 
enough  to  receive  a  blank  stare  or  two 
from  them,  but  this  is  clearly  not  for  us. 

Walking  down  the  corridor  to  the 
stairwell,  then,  we  would  normally 
be  greeted  by  the  sounds  of  thumping 
bass.  The  walls  siphon  off  the  noise  just 
enough  so  that  tension  builds  up  in  us 
as  we  approach  the  door,  approach  the 
chaos  that  looms  before  us.  But  this  is. 
of  course,  not  one  of  those  nights.  We 
are  greeted  instead,  nine  times  out  of  the 
ten  we  make  this  walk,  by  the  shock  of 


seeing  someone  (generally  referred  to  by 
experts  on  these  situations  as  "terrible 
drunk")  eying  us  numbly  from  a  side 
room  as  he  takes  a  break  from  looking 
through  the  contents  of  a  refrigerator. 
Smiling  awkwardly,  we  choose  our 
battles  and  don't  engage  him  in  conver- 
sation. We  could  take  our  tour  upstairs, 
but  we  really  don't  have  the  time  for 
conversations  about  how  9/11  was  an 
inside  job.  or  about  why  Salvador  Dali 
matters  today,  man.  or  about  how  Fear 
and  Loathing  in  Las  Vegas  is  clearly  one 
of  the  five  best  movies  ever  conceived 
when  you're  sober,  but  is  undeniably  the 
best  movie  ever  when  you're  high,  or 
about  why  we've  got  Trainspotting  all 
wrong. 

By  the  time  we  open  the  heavy  secu- 
rity door,  the  normal  sense  of  foreboding 
has  abandoned  us.  It  is  the  scene  behind 
the  door  that  reveals  why:  people  are 
dancing  in  the  dirty,  red-tinted  room 
beyond  us,  but  it  is  at  this  point  that 
we  realize  that  tonight  is  a  night  for  the 
regulars.  Only  fifteen  people  or  so  are  in 
the  basement  adjacent  to  us.  all  fraternity 
brothers  and  pledges  and  their  respective 
(or  prospective)  girlfriends  or  dates.  The 
pledges  outnumber  the  rest  of  the  group, 
but  are  by  virtue  of  their  social  standing 
nomadic.  There  is  no  one  for  them  to 
talk  to  (besides  pledges,  that  is.  and  they 
certainly  don't  want  to  be  stuck  doing 
that),  so  they  amble  around  the  room  and 
talk  drunkenly  over  the  ambient  noise 
to  brothers  and  visitors,  noise  being  the 
best  way  to  describe  what  passes  for 
music  at  a  frat  party. 

Let  us  take  a  moment  to  illustrate 
one  of  these  pledges.  Between  the 
salad  days  of  rush,  where  all  manner  of 
dreams  fulfilled  are  promised  to  the  more 
desirable  candidates,  and  the  hell-week 
before  initiation,  is  the  long  and  tedious 
purgatory  of  pledgeship.  This  process  is 
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theoretically  a  crucible,  culling  the  weak 
from  the  pledge  class.  One  candidate  for 
culling  is  a  pledge  we'll  call  John,  even 
if  he  is  more  of  a  Chad  or  a  Paul  Joseph. 
He  is  extremely  broad-shouldered  and 
has  a  face  not  unlike  a  collapsed  lung, 
which  is  topped  by  a  mane  of  blond 
hair.  We  surmise  that  he  is  no  stranger 
to  gelling  his  hair,  in  keeping  with  an 
unfathomable  number  of  people  at  these 
events.  He  is  wearing  the  so-called  ''uni- 
form" of  khakis,  boat  shoes,  and  a  Polo 
shirt  found  at  every  fraternity  party  in 
the  known  universe  (we  might  think  that 
Alpha  Centauri  would  be  too  cold  for  a 
Polo  with  periwinkle  stripes,  but  we'd  be 
wrong). 

John  is,  like  his  fellow  pledges,  a 
wanderer.  He  ambles  around.  Solo  cup 
in  hand,  making  small  talk  and  laughing 
his  obnoxiously  loud  laugh  to  smatter- 
ings of  uncomfortable  fraternity  brothers. 
Although  he  would  normally  fear  that 
he  was  no  good  at  it,  he'll  stop  and  flirt 
clumsily  with  those  girls  unlucky  enough 
to  find  themselves  trapped  between  him 
and  the  staircase.  Then  a  song  he  knows 
will  come  on  the  stereo,  and  he'll  look  to 
the  elevated  stage,  which  has  allegedly 
hosted  bands,  but  can  now  only  boast  a 
fraternity  brother  and  his  date. 

Since  we  are  not  hopeless  cynics,  we 
understand  that  the  two  people  dancing 
ever-so-closely  on  the  stage  are  priming 
themselves  for  a  walk  back  to  the  girl's 
dorm,  a  passionate  kiss  goodnight,  and 
then  the  going  of  their  separate  ways. 
John,  however,  is  not  completely  cog- 
nizant of  this.  Through  a  combination 
of  his  own  maladjusted  sense  of  social 
norms  and  his  possibly  inebriated  state, 
he  hops  up  on  the  stage  with  the  germ  of 
a  plan  in  his  brain.  Originally  having  the 
good  taste  to  pretend  to  groove  to  him- 
self, he  slowly  and  deliberately  moves 
backwards,  forming  what  can  only  be 


Originally  having  the  good 
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men. 

described  as  a  co-ed  sandwich  between 
the  date  and  the  two  young  men. 

Taking  John's  example  to  heart,  the 
other  pledges  jump  up  onstage  like 
lemmings,  rapidly  ruining  the  origi- 
nal fraternity  brother's  chance  at  that 
goodnight  kiss.  Having  quickly  apprised 
himself  of  the  situation,  the  brother 
quickly  hops  off  of  the  stage,  his  date 
attached,  and  books  it  outside.  Mean- 
while, the  pledges  do  not  seem  to  have 
realized  that  there  are  no  girls  on  stage 
with  them,  and  continue  to  dance  with 
the  lack  of  rhythm  and  grace  one  would 
predict  from  both  teenagers  and  the  pos- 
sibly inebriated.  Heading  up  the  pack  is 
our  man  John,  who  despite  the  passing 
disappointment  of  missing  his  shot  with 
the  girl  who  was  on  stage  (he  was  just 
a  few  minutes  away,  too,  as  he  could 
attest)  is  grinning  wildly.  Like  everyone 
else  at  the  house  tonight,  we  guess  he 
must  be  having  fun. 

We  make  our  way  out  the  double 
doors  to  the  gathering  of  people  outside, 
who  outnumber  three  to  one  those 
inside  the  house  itself.  Once  outside, 
we  realize  that  we  are  being  slowly  and 
involuntarily  anaesthetized  by  the  scene, 
by  the  odorless  vapors  of  restlessness 
and  listlessness  penetrating  our  lowered 
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defenses.  Our  hearing  is  limited  by  the 
steadily  increasing  volume  of  the  stereo 
within  the  house  and  the  constant  chatter, 
like  a  packed  cafeteria,  without  it.  Our 
vision  is  limited  by  the  cloudy  night, 
illuminated  only  by  the  dull  red  leaking 
out  from  the  basement  and  the  occasion- 
al revelation  of  headlights  from  the  street 
below.  Our  sense  of  smell  is  overcome 
by  the  atmosphere  of  cigarette  smoke 
choking  the  space  around  us,  a  haze 
broken  only  by  the  citrusy  scent  wafting 
from  a  passerby  Chi  O's  screwdriver. 
Combined  with  the  smoke,  it  smells  like 
an  industrial  solution,  like  Goo  Gone. 

When  we  look  across  the  row,  we 
see  the  same  scene  repeated  at  every 
house,  crowds  of  people  milling  about 
in  ever-shifting  clusters,  inert  objects 
carried  by  their  own  momentum.  Here, 
there  are  the  theater  kids,  many  of  whom 
are  members  of  the  fraternity  itself, 
cramming  as  much  satisfaction  as  pos- 
sible into  their  break  from  the  rigors  of 
rehearsal.  They  are  considerate,  but  like 
so  many  others  at  this  point  in  the  night, 
not  much  for  a  prolonged  conversation. 
Though  a  rarity  here,  there  are  also  the 
athletes,  generally  football  and  baseball 
players,  who  tend  to  travel  in  very  tight, 
very  loud  herds.  They  serve  as  one  of 
the  only  examples  found  in  nature  of  a 
pack  consisting  entirely  of  alpha  males. 
There  are  also,  of  course,  the  fraternity 
brothers  themselves,  would-be  hosts  who 
instinctively  sequester  themselves  into 
little  sleeper  cells  of  fellow  brothers, 
building  up  the  courage  to  talk  to  their 
guests. 

Towards  the  fringes  of  the  party  we 
find  a  would-be  hipster,  trying  to  draw 
attention  to  himself  with  a  uniform  of  his 
own:  jeans  that  are  entirely  too  tight,  an 
ironic  t-shirt.  a  pair  of  Chuck  Taylors. 
He's  leaning  in  toward  two  girls,  smiles 
on  all  their  faces.  He's  talkins:  at  a 


seemingly  unsustainable  pace,  burning 
through  his  arsenal  of  jokes  like  a  Ro- 
man candle.  The  girls  are  entertained, 
but  only  superficially,  a  fact  revealed 
when  one  of  them  says  that  the  hipster 
is  "cracking  [her]  up."  a  subtle  but  firm 
notice  to  our  charming  friend  that  he's 
wasting  his  time  and  his  Pabst  Blue 
Ribbon-fouled  breath.  Soon  enough 
they'll  meander  away,  leaving  our  friend 
to  do  his  walk  of  shame  back  to  his  the- 
ater friends  and  to  wonder  if  the  Smiths 
ever  wrote  a  song  about  this  particular 
form  of  rejection. 

There  are  the  whirling  dervishes  here 
on  the  outskirts,  too,  disconnected  from 
anybody  else  in  particular,  although 
just  about  everyone  knows  them  on 
sight.  There  is  the  roving  drunk,  never  a 
member  of  the  fraternity,  who  is  franti- 
cally searching  for  someone  to  procure 
him  more  booze.  Though  thoroughly 
engrossed  in  his  mission,  he's  generally 
harmless.  Very  frequently  his  sense  of 
desperation,  along  with  the  demands 
of  his  metabolism,  transforms  him  into 
the  terrible  drunk  fellow  we  saw  on  the 
corridor  to  the  stairwell:  it's  really  just 
a  matter  of  when  you  catch  him.  His 
counterpart  is  the  lonely  drunk  girl,  usu- 
ally a  tagalong  to  a  begrudging  friend,  a 
better-adjusted  attendee  of  the  party  who 
has  since  disappeared  into  the  crowd. 
Depending  on  the  night,  the  lonely  drunk 
girl  will  be  gregarious,  becoming  much 
too  friendly  much  too  fast  with  some 
unsuspecting  bystander,  or  she  will  be 
crying  on  one  of  the  couches  behind  the 
party  proper.  On  the  crying  nights,  we 
tend  to  see  one  of  the  nomads,  someone 
like  John,  comfort  her.  to  give  them 
both  a  respite  from  loneliness.  We  don't 
know  what,  exactly,  to  feel  when  we  see 
that. 

At  the  very  back  of  the  party,  towards 
the  end  of  the  nieht.  we  rind  the  burnouts 
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sitting  on  the  staircases  leading  to  the  back  street  behind  the  house. 
They  are  generally  on  the  verge  of  passing  out,  although  some  have 
dispensed  with  the  pleasantries  and  are  already  completely  gone.  In 
theory,  they  are  waiting  to  be  picked  up  by  friends  and  dropped  off 
at  their  rooms  to  drool  on  their  pillowcases  or  mistake  closets  for 
bathrooms.  In  practice,  though,  those  friends  are  never  guaranteed 
to  come.  Luckily,  the  burnouts  have  someone  to  stay  with:  each 
other.  Like  all  the  regulars,  they'd  prefer  a  thousand  nights  they  can't 
remember  to  a  single  night  alone. § 
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Response  to 

J  Have  Wasted  My  Life 

I  have  wasted  my  life. 
A  woman  and  her  buttered  popcorn 
Sits  next  to  me  on  the 

Cool  metal  bleacher.  They  take  up  three  seats 
And  the  bleachers  rattle  when  they  sit. 
I  am  left  with  a  metal  sliver. 
Once,  this  sharp  shine  rusted 
As  golden  beetles  scuttled  over  the  edge 
And  melted  like  gold  lava. 
Now,  it's  bloated  with  tetanus  and 
I  really  hate  the  way  her  lips  smack 
Each  kernel  and  each  finger 
To  the  swollen  bone.  The  other  women  whis- 
per too 

As  the  wind  whips  their  snake  hair 
and  the  neon  lamp  brands  their  faces 
Into  ghoulish  kites  swaying  judgmental. 
I  am  either  sweating  or  it  is  raining. 
The  diamond  erupts  and  I 
Turn  to  see  what.  My  son  hit  a  double. 
But  he  is  already  staring  at  me  from  second 
base. 

It  is  raining  and  the  red  diamond  clay  hisses 
with  each  drop. 

—Daniel  Thomas 
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Ever  since  I  was  little  I've  hated  onomatopoeia.  It's  an  annoying 
concept,  far  too  prevalent  in  our  baser  fictions,  and  nearly  unavoid- 
able in  our  own  truthful  descriptions  as  well.  I  can't  even  stand  the 
word  itself.  It's  impossible  to  spell,  and  nothing  in  my  experience  is 
capable  of  issuing  a  noise  that  sounds  like  onomatopoeia.  I've  just 
never  been  able  to  reconcile  how  sounds  could  be  shuffled  into  words, 
because  no  combination  of  letters  has  ever  come  close  to  resembling 
the  sound  it's  trying  to  convey. 

Till  now,  that  is. 

Because  as  I  looked  at  the  recording  of  the  explosion,  and 
the  debris  of  an  entire  planet  flying  through  space,  I  couldn't  help  but 
appreciate  that  what  little  sound  there  was  almost  perfectly  resembled 
a  boom.  There's  the  initial  visual  pop  as  the  first  ball  of  dust  and  fire 
is  coughed  into  the  air,  and  then  the  boo  comes:  a  thrumming  baritone 
that  shudders  its  way  through  the  atmosphere  and  leaves  cracks  in  the 
planet's  surface  that  streak  down  its  length.  The  explosion  happens 
on  the  top,  at  the  planet's  crown,  and  the  Shockwave  bursts  into  its 
center,  making  way  for  the  molten  core  to  come  charging  up  and  col- 
lapse the  tectonic  plates  holding  terra  together.  The  planet  implodes 
on  itself  as  the  explosion  spreads,  literally  throwing  the  atmosphere 
to  the  wind  that  carries  the  sound  through  space.  When  it's  over  all 
that's  left  is  a  rapidly  cooled  chunk  of  lava  that  looks  like  a  deflated 
football  and  the  throaty  mmm  of  destruction. 

It  was  played  for  me  twice  more,  both  of  which  I  gaped  at  just 
to  enjoy  the  sheer  scale  of  devastation.  Hickson  shut  off  the  record- 
ing at  that  point  and  turned  to  myself  and  the  prematurely  balding 
man  sitting  next  to  me  at  the  conference  table.  I  pulled  a  half-spent 
pack  of  Camel  Spices  out  of  my  waistcoat  and  lit  one  with  a  snap. 

"Okay  fellas...  explanations."  He  said  quietly,  with  the  kind 
of  face  that's  only  put  on  for  moments  when  distress  happens  to 
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intersect  with  wonder.  There's  no 
red-blooded  man  able  to  deny  that  the 
video  was  wholly  enthralling  despite  the 
obvious  detriment.  However,  Hickson's 
destructive  instincts  were  reined  in  by 
the  only  factor  more  powerful:  profit. 

"That's  a  two-trillion  dollar 
planet  gone  up  in  smoke."  He  drove 
home  doggedly.  "Let's  figure  out  what 
happened  here  so  I  can  move  onto  restor- 
ing the  business."  He  was  taking  it  well 
considering  his  losses. 

Stewart,  the  scientific  coun- 
selor, spoke  up  first.  "It's  the  crytanium. 
If  the  dust  is  in  the  atmosphere  for  long 
enough  and  combines  with  engine  ex- 
haust, well,  explosions  have  been  known 
to  happen." 

"Could  it  really  destroy  a 
planet  though?"  Hickson  whined  skepti- 
cally, fingers  to  temples. 

Stewart  nodded.  "A  freak 
chain-reaction  would  be  the  only  way 
possible.  Conditions  had  to  be  perfect, 
with  all  the  crytanium  in  the  planet  ignit- 
ing in  one  huge  blast.  In  which  case... 
this  is  an  extremely  unfortunate  accident 
Mr.  Hickson,  you  have  my  condolenc- 
es." Plenty  of  emphasis  along  with  that 
extremely. 

"Well,  there's  a  reason  all  the 
miners  and  their  families  are  contained 
on  the  same  planet.  Professor."  Hickson 
said,  with  thoughts  of  emotional  recom- 
pense that  might  have  been.  Thanks  to  a 
shrewd  business  model  he  wouldn't  have 
to  compensate  anybody  for  this  'freak 
chain-reaction.' 

His  face  cocked  up  with  a  sure 
gaze,  and  he  turned  to  me  dismissively, 
as  if  my  presence  was  only  a  formality. 
"Well  Detective,  was  there  anything  you 
wanted  to  add?" 

"Play  it  one  more  time."  I  told 
him  quietly.  I'd  seen  things  in  the  video 
that  weren't  sitting  well,  and  if  they  were 
true,  weren't  going  to  turn  out  well. 


Hickson  winced  at  the  prospect 
of  seeing  one  of  his  business  ventures 
explode  again,  but  complied.  I  saved 
him  the  trauma  by  ordering  a  pause  right 
before  the  explosion  happened.  There, 
on  the  top  of  the  screen  sat  three  faint, 
blurry  trails  angling  towards  the  planet's 
edge. 

"Convert  it  to  infrared, 
please."  I  asked  him. 

He  did  so.  and  the  three  faint 
lines  suddenly  burst  into  green  clearness 
against  the  blue  cold  of  space.  I  rose 
from  my  chair  and  carried  myself  to  the 
screen  to  point  this  out. 

"Or,"  I  began,  "what  we  have 
here  are  ion  trails  given  off  by  some  type 
of  ordinance.  My  guess  would  be  a  He- 
sychast  Class  nuke,  or  some  other  type 
of  Space  to  Planet  weapon,  but  those 
were  the  most  powerful  to  my  knowl- 
edge." I  picked  up  the  screen  controls 
and  began  advancing  the  video  frame  by 
frame.  "This  couldn't  have  been  just  an 
accident,  your  planet  was  attacked  Mr. 
Hickson." 

Hickson  and  Stewarts' jaws 
slacked  while  they  watched  the  thermal 
image  slowly  play  out.  The  trails  grew 
thicker  and  thicker  until  the  explosion 
went  off  and  the  ions  rapidly  broke 
formation  and  dissipated,  classic  gun- 
smoke  behavior. 

"W-What?"  Hickson  shouted 
indignantly.  "That's  ridiculous!  Who 
would  dare?  How  many  planets  in  the 
galaxy  have  — "  His  voice  broke  off. 

Stewart's  skepticism  voiced 
itself.  "That's  impossible!  The  He- 
sychast  nukes  never  got  past  the  testing 
stage,  and  that  was  over  a  hundred  years 
ago,  they  don't  exist.  This  had  to  be  an 
accident!" 

"What  about  those  ion  trails, 
then?"  Hickson  asked  confusedly.  "If 
they  can't  be  Hesychasts  then  maybe 
someone  put  something  custom  together. 
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Even  crazy  people 

have  motives,  and  I 

refuse  to  believe  that  the 

most  insane  of  people 

could  justify  attacks 

like  this.  It  was  an 

crytanium  explosion, 

just  deal  with  it. 

What's  a  Hesychast  again?" 

"Space  to  Planet  Ordinance, 
named  after  an  order  of  silent  monks 
from  the  Meteora  system  because  there's 
no  sound  in  space."  I  answered. 

Stewart  started  naming  all  the 
neighboring  planets  and  conjecturing  the 
respective  possibilities  of  an  attack.  He 
wasn't  going  to  find  any. 

"Gents."  I  plied,  holding  my 
hands  up.  "This  is  the  Prussian  System. 
Border  Ring.  All  we  have  to  deal  with 
out  here  are  homestead  terra-forms  and 
business  colonies.  Any  violence  is  do- 
mestic; no  one  out  here  has  the  funding 
or  the  wherewithal  to  make  something 
that  destructive.  Hesychasts  are  five 
hundred  tons  of  tungsten  and  depleted 
plutonium;  the  facilities  alone  are  out  of 
this  system's  pay  grade.  Not  to  mention 
the  fact  that  they're  not  in  'official*  use 
by  anyone." 

I  paused  before  playing  my 
hand.  "There's  only  one  gun  in  the 
'verse  that  can  make  that  shot." 

Hickson  and  Stewart  stared 
aimlessly  without  putting  anything 
together. 

"Torbjorn."  I  said  quietly. 

Hickson's  brow  furrowed  for  a 
moment  before  making  the  connection. 


His  eyes  then  slacked  and  I  got  an  ugly 
look  for  my  troubles.  "Cray,  don't  even 
start  with  that  horsegall--" 

"It's  the  best  explanation.  You 
did  something  to  piss  him  off—" 

"He  doesn't  exist!  It's  a 
myth!"  Hickson  yelled.  "This  is  a 
serious  problem  for  Heaven's  sake,  are 
you  gonna  help  Detective  or  not?"  He 
paused  before  refuming.  "And  what  in 
Hell  would  I  have  done  to  piss  him  off? 
How  do  you  just  fall  into  the  bad  graces 
of  someone  who  considers  himself  the 
judge  of  the  universe?  I've  never  heard 
anything  so  ridiculous!  He'd  be  only 
one  man  anyway,  no  one  man  could  ac- 
complish something  like  this!" 

"He's  not  your  average  man— " 

"Because  he's  imaginary. 
Pete's  sake!  A  myth!  Something  to 
scare  kids  into  going  to  bed  early!" 

"Maybe  he  missed  and  hit  your 
planet  by  accident?"  Stewart  asked. 

I  stroked  my  mouth  in  order 
to  quell  what  I  wanted  to  tell  Stewart 
in  reply,  upon  which  point  a  secretary 
swung  the  door  open  like  a  person  with  a 
bloody  hand  who's  about  to  stick  it  in  a 
shark  tank. 

"Mr.  Hickson?" 

He  turned  indignantly. 
"What'?" 

"It...  It  happened  again."  She 
said  tearfully.  "Krauser  is  gone." 

Hickson's  eyebrows  left 
his  face  and  he  dropped  like  a  sack  of 
bricks. 

*** 

Back  at  the  home  office  on  Su- 
deten, loading  my  ship  to  go  investigate: 

"So  what  are  you  doing 
again?"  George  asked. 

"I'm  taking  a  ship  and  I'm 
gonna  look  for  the  mountain." 

"Cray...  Even  if  this  guy 
did  exist,  and  even  if  you  did  rind  the 
mountain  you'd  be  dead  before  vou  got  a 
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non-scope  visual." 

"Like  all  the  other  mountain 
seekers,  eh?" 

"Sure,  why  not.  Let's  say  he 
does  exist,  and  you  know  what?  We 
should  leave  him  alone  because  no  one 
lives  to  tell  about  it." 

"And  yet  we've  been  told 
about  it." 

"You're  insane.  How  long  are 
you  planning  to  be  out  there?" 

"Don't  worry.  Mom,  I'll 
refuel  when  I  need  to  and  planet-hop 
for  supplies.  Why  d'you  care  so  much 
anyway?" 

"Because  you're  a  Detective. 
How  do  you  reconcile  this  as  part  of  an 
investigation  and  not  a  'verse-knows- 
how-long  expedition  to  find  some  blood- 
be-damned  mountain  floating  in  space 
covered  with  guns?" 

"That's  not  for  you  to  worry 
about  now  is  it?" 

"Is  the  Boss  worrying  about 
it?" 

"Taverly  knows  to  leave  me  to 
my  own  investigating—" 

"You're  not  going  to  find 
anything,  this  is  a  vacation." 

"This  is  not  a  vacation!  Okay? 
I'm  not  going  out  there  to  relax!" 

"You're  still  going  to  be  wast- 
ing time." 

"Why  don't  you  come  with 
me?  While  I'm  not  working  we  could  do 
crosswords  together." 

"Shut  up." 

"Have  ye  done?  'Cause  I'd 
like  to  get  going  already." 

"You  still  have  no  idea  how 
long  you're  going  to  be  gone." 

"I'll  be  gone  as  long  as  I  have 
to." 

"That's  just  stupid  and  it's 
cliched." 

"I  just  watched  ten  trillion 
dollars  go  up  in  smoke,  including  the 


insurance  houses  that  would'  ve  fixed 
damaged  goods." 

"So  really  there's  no  debt  or 
loss  from  anyone  anyway?" 

"Think  about  the  stocks,  gall- 
brain!  Think  about  the  families  that  died 
on  those  planets!" 

"Ah...  right,  sorry.  Why 
would  anyone  want  to  blow  up  those 
planets  anyway,  with  families  and  coun- 
tryside on  them  and  everything?" 

"'Hell  should  I  know?  The 
man's  crazy." 

"Even  crazy  people  have 
motives,  and  I  refuse  to  believe  that 
the  most  insane  of  people  could  justify 
attacks  like  this.  It  was  an  crytanium 
explosion,  just  deal  with  it." 

"I  won't  deny  the  crytanium 
did  its  part,  but  the  tape  says  otherwise." 

"The  tape  could  be  viewed  any 
way  one  pleases,  and  it's  way  too  feeble 
a  justification  for  this  wandering  pipe 
dream." 

"I'm  leaving  now  was  there 
anything  else  you  wanted  to  say?" 

"Cray....  look,  don't....  *sigh* 
Screw  you  and  the  horse  you  rode  in 
on." 

I  set  the  last  supply  crate  on 
the  cargo  elevator  and  lifted  it  into  the 
ship.  "You  know  something  George? 
When  I  get  back...  you  better  be  seeing 

someone." 

*** 

George  was  right.  I  was 
spending  too  much  time  in  space  and 
getting  nowhere.  Skipping  from  planet 
to  planet  looking  for  leads  to  find  Sniper 
Mountain.  I  found  stories  of  it  almost 
everywhere  I  went.  Any  drunk  on  a 
street  corner  could  tell  you  about  the 
time  his  commodity  vessel  made  it  out 
alive  from  under  the  mountain's  nose. 
In  other  words.  I  had  found  nothing 
that  would  lead  me  to  it.  but  I  wouldn't 
give  up  and  head  back.  George  was 
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still  single  and  dyspeptic  for  sure,  and 
Taverly  knew  I  wasn't  just  twiddling  my 
thumbs  out  here. 

Still,  as  I  pulled  out  of  the 
atmosphere  of  my  seventh  stop  the  first 
biting  strings  of  doubt  began  to  weave  in 
my  head.  I  came  across  nothing  in  space 
that  wasn't  transport  or  cargo.  I  hadn't 
even  spotted  'verse  military  ships.  That 
was  just  a  coincidence,  but  five  weeks 
without  seeing  one  was  a  pretty  long 
streak.  Some  might  call  it  lucky,  but  I 
am  a  detective  so  I  guess  the  military's 
nothing  to  worry  about  for  me. 

And  then  the  engine  gave  out. 

I  was  in  the  ship's  den.  plumb- 
ing the  depths  of  the  more  questionable 
'verse  police  reports  about  the  moun- 
tain: ships  found  dead  in  space:  hulls 
ventilated  by  fast,  heavy  projectiles: 
entire  cities  and  villages  destroyed  in 
the  blink  of  an  eye:  people  gunned  down 
by  bullets  from  out  of  nowhere:  a  huge, 
listless  mountain,  drifting  through  space. 
Suddenly  the  lights  died,  and  my  grav- 
suit  uncoupled  with  the  floor.  I  floated 
upwards,  and  swore  quietly  to  myself. 

I  pulled  my  body  toward  the 
wall  console  and  tried  to  access  auxiliary 
power.  That  was  gone  too.  I  was  dead 
in  space,  and  five  light  years  from  any 
help.  I  started  to  pull  myself  towards 
the  cockpit,  where  hopefully  the  distress 
beacons  could  still  be  launched.  I  didn't 
make  it  into  my  ship's  corridor  before 
hearing  the  mounting  clamps  lock. 
Someone  was  boarding  me.  I  battled  my 
way  through  zero  gravity  to  the  galley, 
where  a  window  gave  me  a  clear  view 
of  the  outside.  Above  me  was  a  large 
black  ship  with  red  insignias.  I  couldn't 
identify  them.  Then  came  the  hiss  of 
forced-airlock  entry,  and  the  whisk  of  the 
door.  I  turned  to  my  left  to  see  two  men 
in  light  mag-suits  leveling  handguns  at 
me  as  a  third,  larger  man  stepped  into  the 
corridor  and  began  walking  forward. 


I  held  my  hands  up  in  defer- 
ence as  the  two  accomplices  fanned  out 
and  the  big  man  stepped  in  between 
them.  He  took  off  his  helmet  with  a 
click  and  revealed  a  scarred,  hangdog 
face.  He  looked  put  out.  plain  and 
simple,  like  this  was  an  imposition  for 
him  and  he'd  been  dragged  away  from 
his  weekly  rugby  game  to  see  to  me. 
His  shaggy  blonde  hair  was  braided  in 
places,  as  was  his  long  beard.  He  was  a 
Nordic,  and  he  spoke  with  a  heavy,  chain 
smoker's  accent,  gravelly  and  succinct. 

"Been  a  long  time  since  I 
visited  Nordia."  I  said  lightly,  hands  still 
up.  "didn't  know  I  had  enemies  there." 

The  Nordic  looked  disinter- 
ested and  swept  the  bottom  of  his  boots. 
"You  don't,  'cause  I've  never  heard  your 
name,  but  you  will  if  you  try  and  disrupt 
our  visit." 

"I  could."  I  reasoned  politely. 
"But  that  would  be  stupid." 

The  Nordic's  eyes  glinted,  his 
way  of  smiling.  "Han,  Tyr.  weapons 
down,  this  one's  gonna  play  it  smart." 
His  cohorts  holstered  their  guns  and  I 
lowered  my  hands. 

"I  think  you  should  know 
that  this  is  a  police  vessel  and  you're  in 
violation  of—" 

"Quiet.  Dick."  He  interrupted. 
"I'll  do  the  talking.  Besides,  your  ship"  11 
be  restored  when  I've  finished." 

After  a  pause  all  I  could  mus- 
ter was.  "ah." 

"Now.  the  word  is..."  he  took  a 
pause  and  sat  down  on  one  of  the  galley 
chairs,  languishing  in  a  way  that  suggest- 
ed he  had  a  tlask  hidden  somewhere  on 
his  person  and  it  had  already  seen  some 
use  today,  "that  you've  been  lookin'  for 
the  mountain."  He  began,  occupying 
himself  with  little  tasks  besides  looking 
at  my  face.  "Word  is.  you've  been  to  a 
few  planets  lookin'  for  contacts  who'll 
show  you  the  way  to  find  it.  Word  is. 
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you  think  Torbjorn's  responsible  for 
what  happened  to  Hickson's  pithy  little 
business." 

"The  word  would  be  right."  I 
said  coldly.  "It  wasn't  just  a  business, 
there  were  families  on  those  planets." 

"Slaves."  The  Nordic  cor- 
rected. "Hickson  didn't  treat  'em  like 
proper  beings,  killin'  'em  was  a  mercy." 

"I  beg  to  differ-" 

"What'd  I  say  about  who  does 
the  talking?"  He  snapped.  His  anger 
hung  in  the  air  and  congested  the  rest  of 
his  tone.  It  made  me  feel  like  a  child.  I 
hate  people  like  this. 

"Now,  at  least  you're  one  of 
the  few  in  the  cultured  rings  who  takes 
Torbjorn  seriously.  It's  a  testament  that 
someone  had  the  bark  to  figure  out  who 
took  care  of  those  people,  but  this  is 
NOT  something  you  want  to  investigate, 
iff 'n  you  get  my  meaning." 

"I  didn't  think  you  came  here 
to  compliment  me." 

"Torbjorn  is  a  force  in  this 
'verse.  He  is  the  reckoner.  You  don't  go 
looking  for  him,  and  you  don't  question 
his  actions."  The  Nordic  stood  up  at  this 
last  statement.  "I  want  you  to  leave  and 
go  back  to  your  station.  Don't  pursue 
the  mountain  anymore.  It's  in  your  best 
interests."  He  turned  to  leave,  but  this 
was  too  abrupt,  too  unsatisfying.  My 
hackles  rose  and  I  shouted  after  him. 

"Wait!" 

He  turned  with  an  annoyed 
leer. 

"Part  of  the  reason  I  came  on 
this  search  was  so  I  could  find  out  the 
truth,  what  makes  you  think  I  won't  just 
keep  going  after  you  leave?" 

The  man  faced  me  fully  and 
laughed  bitterly.  "Ha,  you  think  I'm  an 
assassin?  You  think  we'll  meet  more 
than  once?  I'm  just  the  messenger,  Cray. 
I'm  your  one  warning  before  Torbjorn 
takes  over  himself." 


Victor  Thompson 

I  thought  for  a  second.  "Can 
you  explain?  You  owe  me  that  much,  at 
least  I  believe  in  him." 

The  Nordic  took  his  own  sec- 
ond to  think.  "Alright  Cray.  If  I  tell  you 
about  Torbjorn.  you'll  give  up?" 

"Depends  on  how  good  the 
story  is."  I  replied. 

"Hmph.  I'll  take  that  chance." 
To  this  day  I  don't  know  if  he  grinned  or 
not. 
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We  sat  down  again,  and  I 
opened  some  of  my  foodstocks  for  the 
Nordic  and  his  partners,  but  he  sent  them 
back  to  his  ship  and  we  sat  alone. 

"What  I  tell  you  now  is  the  of- 
ficial story.  These  are  not  rumors;  this  is 
not  just  another  drunken  freight  captain's 
run-in.  This  is  the  truth,  something  you 
can  tell  your  grandkids  when  you  give 
this  up." 

I  nodded,  and  pressed  a  button 
under  the  dining  table  that  activated  the 
security  voice  recording.  He  didn't  no- 
tice and  began  to  talk  around  mouthfuls 
of  flash-heater  chicken  and  diffused  ale. 
which  he  complemented  often  with  his 
flask. 

"Torbjorn  Gambrinus  Gun- 
narssen  was  born  in  Valhalla,  the  son 
of  a  poor  Nordic  and  his  Latite  wife, 
hence  the  Roman  middle  name.  He  was 
a  mathematical  genius  from  his  first  wet 
diaper.  When  he  was  five  he  was  tested 
and  accepted  into  the  finest  school  in  the 
cultured  rings.  Augustine  University  on 
Albion.  By  the  time  he  was  seventeen 
he  had  a  triple  first  in  physics,  math- 
ematics, and  'verse  physics  theory,  most 
of  which  was  no  longer  a  theory  after 
his  thesis."  The  Nordic's  tone  in  these 
statements  was  lined  with  well-practiced 
awe. 

"Well,  he  piddled  around  for 
awhile  in  the  government-run  elitist 
programs  offered  to  people  of  his  intel- 
lect, but  he  eventually  became  bored  and 
disappeared  when  he  was  about  twenty- 
five." 

"How  do  you  know  all  this?"  I 
interrupted. 

"Let  me  finish."  He  said  ir- 
ritably and  continued  to  eat.  "He  left, 
and  immediately  began  constructing  the 
mountain." 

I  leaned  forward  and  listened 
as  intently  as  I  could.  Whatever  he  said 
about  it  was  definitive,  a  real  change 


from  the  hearsay  that  had  gotten  me  this 
far. 

"It's  three  times  larger  than 
the  'verse  military's  biggest  cruiser,  took 
him  seventy-eight  years  to  do  it.  It's  a 
true  mountain,  physical  earth  moving 
through  space,  folks  say  he  lifted  it  from 
the  Jungnir  Mountains  on  Nordia.  and  I 
don't  even  know  where  it  comes  from. 
Emerging  from  the  mountain's  surface 
are  the  barrels  from  the  guns  he  planted 
inside,  concealed  in  the  brush  and  the 
bramble.  Inside  he  makes  his  bullets  and 
calibrates  his  scopes,  loads  and  cleans 
every  action  regularly.  That  mountain's 
got  over  three  thousand  guns  in  total, 
varying  calibers,  ranges,  and  payloads." 

"Well,  I  noticed  he  has  He- 
sychasts  now." 

"Yeah,  that's  a  new  addition." 
The  Nordic  said  proudly.  "He  was  the 
original  designer  of  those  for  'verse 
military  you  know,  but  they  abandoned 
'em  afore  too  long;  too  powerful.  The 
thing  is,  every  single  bullet  on  that  rock 
is  charge  fired,  like  a  regular  gun.  You 
won't  find  any  fancy  self-propelled  or 
heat-seeking  missiles.  Torbjorn  doesn't 
work  like  that.  It's  all  crytanium  grain 
and  tungsten." 

This  stunned  me.  "That's 
impossible!  There's  no  way  they  can't 
have  some  sort  of  guidance  technology 
on  them." 

"You  forget  who  you're  deal- 
ing with  here."  The  Nordic  said,  holding 
up  a  finger.  "He  can  take  a  fifty  caliber 
bullet  and  put  it  into  a  deer  a  dozen  light 
years  away.  The  man  likes  a  challenge, 
and  takes  every  one  of  his  projects 
seriously.  He  likes  to  work  to  complete 
them,  figure  out  the  logistics  of  the  thing, 
predict  where  people  will  move  next, 
and  he's  never  missed.  No  one  is  safe. 
If  Torbjorn  decides  to  kill  you.  get  your 
affairs  in  order." 

"I  can't  believe  this!" 


65 


Alex  Grimes,  Matriarch 


I  stammered.  "I  thought  it  was  just  a 
ship  that  fired  on  random  people  for 
whatever  reason  with  conventional 
weapons,  and  you're  telling  me  he  does 
this  all  with  bullets?  From  an  actual 
mountain?  From  whatever  distance  he 
chooses?" 

He  continued  to  consume  the 
chicken.  "It's  the  truth.  The  man's  a 
genius.  You  know  most  people  only  use 
ten  percent  of  their  brain,  but  Torbjorn's 
got  all  of  it  behind  him.  If  he  gets  any 
help  at  all  it's  from  the  chemicals  on  the 
bullets  that  stop  them  from  melting  in 
atmospheres.  Aside  from  that,  he  has 
nothing  to  stand  in  his  way.  And  he 


doesn't  choose  the  distance,  he  simply 
finds  a  way  to  hit  the  target  from  wher- 
ever he  happens  to  be." 

I  was  dumbfounded.  "So  how 
does  he  choose  his  targets?" 

"He  doesn't,  he's  a  mercenary. 
An  assassin  for  hire." 

I  held  up  a  hand.  "Wait,  so 
you  can  actually  contact  him  and  get  him 
to  kill  your  enemy?" 

"Oh  no."  The  Nordic  cor- 
rected. "He  doesn't  work  that  way,  and 
you  can't  contact  him.  Torbjorn  roams 
the  galaxy  searching  for  conflict  and 
injustice.  When  he  finds  something  that 
can  be  resolved  by  a  man's  death,  he 
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kills  him,  and  the  people  who  benefit 
from  the  man's  death  are  in  Torbjorn's 
debt." 

I  began  to  put  ties  together. 
"And  that's  where  you  come  in?" 

He  brandished  a  chicken  leg. 
"Not  bad.  Detective.  Like  I  said,  I'm  not 
an  assassin,  and  not  really  an  enforcer 
either,  jusht  a  collector,  jusht  a...  just  a 
collector."  He  squinted  and  popped  his 
tongue  a  few  times.  "Strange." 

"You  okay?"  I  asked  earnestly. 

He  gave  me  a  distrusting  look. 
"Fine." 

I  continued.  "So,  you  basi- 
cally get  to  report  to  the  mountain  when- 
ever he  has  a  pickup  for  you?" 

He  nodded  slowly.  "Yep,  I  got 
the  coordinatesh  for  whenever  I..." 

The  Nordic  let  go  of  the 
chicken  leg  and  looked  up  at  me.  He 
held  up  his  hand  and  opened  and  closed 
it  several  times,  examining  the  muscles. 
He  then  rounded  on  me,  glaring  and 
whipped  his  gun  out.  but  right  as  the 
bead  was  drawn  to  my  head  his  eyes 
flickered  for  a  moment  and  rolled  back. 
His  breath  shuddered  and  he  collapsed 
back  in  his  chair,  out  cold.  I  looked 
over  the  table  into  his  craggy  face.  He'd 
wake  up  in  about  six  hours  on  a  ship 
without  power  and  a  raging  headache. 

Thank  you.  chicken  mickey.  I 
told  myself  and  relieved  his  hand  of  the 
weapon.  I  helped  myself  to  the  pack  of 
cigarettes  in  his  breast  pocket,  what  little 
money  he  had  on  him,  and  then  gathered 
my  trench  coat,  a  spare  .32,  some  extra 
food,  and  ran  up  to  the  airlock  edge 
where  our  two  ships  met.  grabbing  his 
comm-unit  on  the  way. 

"Hey.  Han!  Tyr!  Get  down 
here  now!"  I  shouted  into  the  device, 
doing  a  rough  approximation  of  his 
voice.  I  hid  in  the  shadows  as  the  two 
goons'  footsteps  came  and  went.  When 
I  saw  them  find  the  leader's  body  and 


draw  their  weapons  in  suspicion  I 
ducked  into  the  airlock  and  shut  the  door 
behind  me. 

I  was  now  in  the  Nordics"  ship. 
I  bounded  up  to  the  cockpit  and  began 
poring  through  past  destinations  in  the 
navigation  log  until  I  found  the  one  I  was 
looking  for.  Shit,  the  mountain  was  only 
four  light  years  away.  I  pounded  the 
coordinates  in  with  a  hot-blooded  jitteri- 
ness.  and  the  ship  disengaged,  vectoring 
sharply  upward.  I  looked  to  port  where 
my  old  dinghy  listed  silently.  Feeling 
guilty,  I  targeted  the  vessel  and  shot  an 
emergency  beacon  its  way.  A  'verse 
military  patrol  might  show  up  to  process 
them  with  any  luck. 

I  found  the  quarters  and  went 
to  sleep;  it'd  be  a  few  hours  till  I  reached 

the  mountain  at  this  distance. 

#** 

The  gentle  humming  of  the 
ship's  alarm  gradually  baited  me  into 
consciousness.  I  sat  up  in  the  bed  and 
shook  my  head  groggily.  waking  up  on 
ships  was  never  agreeable,  but  I  didn't 
have  the  usual  congestion.  Maybe  it  had 
something  to  do  with  Nordic  design. 

"Destination  Sniper  Mountain 
reached."  A  robotic  voice  announced. 
"Autodock  engaged." 

Huh.  I  thought.  "Efficient  of 
you." 

I  threw  on  my  coat  and  strolled 
over  to  look  out  the  port  view.  Light 
from  a  not-too-distant  sun  crowned 
the  edge  of  a  massive  sloping  shape 
bracketed  by  large  branches.  I  could 
make  out  long  thin  rods  sticking  out  in 
the  darkness,  no  doubt  those  were  the 
actual  guns.  They  didn't  seem  so  impos- 
ing in  the  pale  light.    Through  my  small 
window  I  could  see  easil)  several  dozen, 
all  of  varying  sizes  but  definitely  not  the 
biggest  Torbjorn  was  packing. 

This  was  it.  I  realized.  Sniper 
Mountain:  the  single  most  elusive  thins 
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the  'verse  had  to  offer.  I  rubbed  sleep 
from  my  eyes  as  I  shifted  from  the 
window  to  port  cameras  with  greater 
range  of  movement.  I  scanned  up  and 
down,  taking  in  as  much  of  the  edifice  as 
I  could  see.  The  mountain  exuded  both 
menace  and  majesty,  it  was  a  grand  thing 
to  behold,  but  knowing  its  purpose  lent 
a  hollow,  twisting  feeling  to  my  gut  that 
I  didn't  like.  The  ship  dove  to  go  under- 
neath the  mountain  and  I  was  treated  to 
several  seconds  of  more  tree  branches, 
dirt,  bushes,  and  gun  barrels  gliding 
past.  The  barrels  seemed  to  be  coming 
from  every  angle  and  cranny  possible. 
As  the  ship  drew  closer  to  the  bottom 
the  number  of  guns  lessened,  but  they 
became  larger,  some  with  calibers  that 
looked  to  be  over  two  feet.  I  couldn't  be 
sure,  however,  it  was  hard  to  make  out  in 
the  darkness. 

The  ship  finally  ducked  under 
the  precipice  and  sped  towards  what 
must've  been  a  landing  bay.  After  some 
time  this  was  confirmed  by  the  ship 
rising  up  and  being  gripped  gingerly  by 
landing  clamps.  I  walked  into  the  galley 
and  grabbed  all  my  necessary  personal 
effects,  the  revolver,  trench  and  badge. 
The  ship's  stern  side  door  behind  me 
opened  automatically,  and  I  spun  with 
gun  in  hand  to  see  only  the  outside.  I 
stepped  up  to  the  threshold  cautiously. 
My  surroundings  were  brightly  lit  and 
bare;  white  floors,  perforated  metal  walls 
covering  dirt  and  sediment  rock,  nothing 
and  no  one  out  of  the  ordinary  to  speak 
of.  I  kept  the  gun  up  just  in  case  and 
walked  down  the  extended  gangplank. 

"That's  far  enough  Detective 
Cray,  sir."  The  voice  interrupted  me 
just  as  I  reached  the  end  of  the  walkway. 
It  was  heavily  accented  in  Nordic  and 
hinted  at  the  opening  salvos  of  old  age.  I 
stopped  and  held  my  ground. 

"Directly  in  front  of  you  is  the 
parator  door.  It  will  open  when  you  set 


the  .45  in  your  hand,  and  the  .32  in  your 
breast-pocket  down  on  the  floor." 

Blood-be-damned.  I  thought. 
I  could  understand  him  knowing  the 
make  of  the  gun  I  was  holding,  but  how 
he  knew  that  I  had  a  gun  under  my  coat, 
much  less  how  big  it  was,  vexed  me.  1 
wouldn't  get  anywhere  without  obeying 
so  I  spun  the  .45  around  to  a  safe  grip 
and  set  it  down,  repeating  the  process 
with  the  .32. 

"Good.  You  may  enter  now." 
He  said. 

A  discreet  section  of  the 
wall  in  front  of  me  lowered  to  reveal  a 
utilitarian  box.  I  walked  inside  the  dim 
metal  cage  and  the  door  closed  behind 
me.  The  only  illumination  to  speak  of 
came  from  the  sprightly  buttons  beckon- 
ing for  a  destination:  Loading  Room, 
Stock  Room,  Forge,  Scope  Room,  and 
Living  Quarters.  I  looked  over  my 
choices  for  several  seconds  before  get- 
ting any  advice. 

"You'll  find  me  in  the  Scope 
Room,  it's  the  only  one  of  interest  to 
you."  Torbjorn's  intercom  croaked.  And 
to  emphasize  his  point  all  other  buttons 
blinked  out.  leaving  Scope  for  me  to 
choose.  The  parator  rose  slowly,  verti- 
cally, before  being  pulled  away  sharply 
up  to  the  right.  It  kept  this  diagonal 
course  for  some  time  and  then  suddenly 
pushed  forward  with  a  jerk.  The  din 
and  clank  of  the  gears  pulling  it  along 
increased  in  rhythm,  as  did  my  pulse.  I 
wondered  inconsolably  about  who  was 
in  the  Scope  room,  to  come  face  to  face 
with  the  greatest  murderer  in  the  'verse's 
history. 

Finally  the  parator  slowed  and 
the  side  of  the  cage  to  my  left  cranked 
open.  I  turned  and  saw  a  shadowed  fig- 
ure, totally  obscured  against  a  plethora 
of  shining  video  screens. 

"Detective  Cray."  He  said. 
"So  good  to  have  you  aboard.  Follow 
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me,  I  am  a  busy  man  this  day."  His 
voice  was  much  more  virile  in  real  life, 
but  it  retained  its  older  edge.  The  figure 
walked  quickly  away  and  I  leapt  from 
the  cage  to  follow.  I  had  emerged  in  a 
long  room  covered  from  wall  to  wall 
with  vid-screens  as  far  as  I  could  see. 
Some  were  a  dozen  feet  in  diameter,  and 
others  only  a  few  inches,  which  were 
stacked  on  top  of  one  another  in  discreet 
squares.  There  were  no  other  lights  to 
speak  of,  and  the  intensity  of  the  screens 
was  almost  blinding  against  the  contrast- 
ing darkness.  When  I  looked  at  each  one 
I  saw  a  number  in  the  upper  left  corner 
and  the  layout  of  a  sniper  scope's  cross- 
hair, though  much  more  complicated. 
Each  had  gauges  for  wind,  and  mag- 
netism, among  other  things  I  couldn't 
understand  the  purpose  for. 

I  looked  down  the  room,  catch- 
ing his  quickly  walking  figure  again,  and 
gave  chase.  I  was  almost  within  a  yard 
of  him  before  he  spoke  again. 

"I  need  you  to  pay  attention 
Detective  Cray.  You've  always  been 
a  fan  of  mine  and  now  I'll  show  you 
the  process.  I've  been  working  on  this 
project  for  about  six  months  now  and 
I'm  ready  to  begin  firing." 

"Torbjom  Gunnarssen,  I'm  not 
here  to  watch  you  kill  any  more  people." 

His  figure  slowed  and  turned 
placidly  as  I  continued. 

"You  are  under  arrest  for  the 
murders  of  countless  people  and  citizens 
of  the  'Verse  Judiciary  Accord,  you  shall 
either  come  quietly  or  under  duress  and 
any  statements  you  make  can  be  born 
against  you  as  evidence  in  the  requisite 
prosecution,  will  you  comply?" 

Against  the  computer  screens 
I  could  only  see  the  upper  half  of  his 
scrawny  frame.  I  doubt  that  he  was 
completely  unclothed,  but  he  wasn't 
wearing  a  shirt.  The  skin  was  pale  as 
milk  and  only  a  ring  of  white  hair  still 


clung  to  his  head.  He  looked  more  like 
a  Latite  than  a  Nordic,  clean  shaven  and 
sallow,  not  hale  and  hearty. 

"Don't  waste  your  time 
Detective.  You  have  no  gun.  and  I'm 
wearing  a  bio-shield.  You  get  any  ideas 
and  you'll  be  seizuring  yourself  to  death 
on  the  floor  before  you  can  say  "bad 
move'." 

Gall.  I  thought.  Bio-shields 
were  supposedly  all  destroyed,  origi- 
nally being  banned  from  fight  matches. 
I  didn't  say  anything,  but  inwardly  my 
temper  flared  at  this  new  obstacle. 

"So  watch,  please."  He  con- 
tinued. "It's  been  a  long  time  since  I've 
shown  off  my  work  to  anyone." 

He  turned  with  a  calculated 
motion  to  the  screen  directly  next  to 
him  where  there  was  a  large  console  of 
gauges  and  instruments  and  punched  a 
muted  red  button  underneath. 

"Wait  for  it."  He  said,  holding 
up  a  hand.  The  silence  festered  for  a 
moment  before  a  tiny  crack  issued  from 
a  small  speaker  in  the  corner  of  the 
scope. 

"Ahh,  the  first  shot  of  a  kill." 
He  said  with  sickening  relish.  "This  lat- 
est project  has  tested  even  my  consider- 
able abilities.  It  requires  three  different 
shots,  all  in  specific  places,  and  a  fourth 
should  I  decide  to  play  it  safe." 

I  opted  to  back  off  for  the  time 
being,  wait  for  my  moment  to  strike. 
"You  call  your  targets  'projects'?" 

He  turned  and  continued  to 
walk  down  the  hall  of  scopes.  "Every 
man  I  kill,  every  ship  I  bring  down  is  its 
own  challenge.  There  are  ways  to  make 
the  kill  easier,  but  I  like  the  difficult}  in 
finding  the  shot  from  wherever  I  am  in 
the  'verse.  I  call  them  projects  because 
the  gratification  comes  in  the  doing,  after 
it's  fired  all  I  have  to  do  is  sit  back  and 
watch  the  payoff." 

"And  what  was  the  payoff  of 
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that  last  shot?"  I  asked. 

"That  was  the  first  of  this 
assassination,  it's  going  to  take  out  the 
master  orbital  communication  satellite  of 
Iriquois  Prime." 

"Iriquois  Prime?  That's  ten 
light  years  from  here!" 

"Yes,  at  this  distance  it  will 
take  my  bullets  exactly  six  days  to  reach 
their  targets." 

"What?"  I  spat.  "It  can't  get 
there  that  fast—" 

"Oh  but  they  will."  He  inter- 
rupted. "It's  all  in  the  path  you  project. 
I'm  sending  my  bullets  through  the 
Hellespont  system,  where  the  current 
alignment  of  the  planets  will  sling  the 
bullet  from  one  magnetic  field  to  the 
next,  increasing  its  speed  and  shooting 
it  directly  into  Iriquois  Prime's  satellite. 
It's  allO  millimeter  slug  so  it  will  stave 
off  the  orbital  draw  long  enough  to  sail 
straight  into  the  satellite's  fuel  tank  and 
take  it  out.  This  one  required  a  midlevel 
weight." 

He  droned  on,  but  I  was  get- 
ting annoyed.  "Iriquois  Prime's  a  capital 
planet,  you  can't  get  away  with  this!" 

He  arched  an  eyebrow.  "Do 
you  think  I  got  this  far  by  caring  for 
which  planets  I  fire  on?" 

"No,  but  I  think  you  got  this 
far  by  being  discreet." 

"No  one  of  worth  is  brave 
enough  to  believe  I  exist,  and  even  then 
this  won't  be  the  first  politician  I've 
killed,  Cray."  His  brow  then  twitched 
briefly  but  violently.  I  wasn't  alarmed 
that  a  politician  was  the  target,  Iriquois 
Prime  was  made  of  the  people,  but  I 
could  see  Torbjorn  silently  chiding  him- 
self for  giving  his  target  away. 

"Heh,  you  talked."  I  jabbed. 
"Guess  you  should  walk  me  through 
the  rest  of  the  project."  I  offered.  "It'll 
give  you  something  to  do  while  you're 
not  being  arrested.  Or  you  could  tell 


No  one  of 
worth  is  brave 

enough  to 
believe  I  exist... 


me  why  it  was  necessary  to  destroy  two 
planets  full  of  women  and  children." 

"What?  Ah,  the  Hickson  plan- 
ets. Four  projects  ago,  that  was." 

"Who  benefited  from  that?"  I 
began  angrily.  "It  can't  be  Hickson,  you 
destroyed  his  business,  and  it  can't  be 
the  miners  either,  they're  all  dead." 

He  smiled,  and  I  felt  my  gut 
twist  further;  he  wasn't  a  handsome  guy. 
"Are  you  sure  the  miners  didn't  benefit, 
Cray?  Hickson  paid  families  of  four 
fifteen  dollars  an  hour,  and  was  mak- 
ing cutbacks  on  the  crytanium  radiation 
treatments  that  most  miners  need  to 
survive." 

"Hickson  was  well  aware  of 
those  and  was  trying  to  find  a  better 
treatment  system  for  his  miners!"  I 
countered.  "He  might  be  a  business- 
man, but  it's  not  your  place  to  judge  the 
morality  of  his  work." 

"I  didn't  kill  him,  Cray.  I 
could  have,  that  would  have  been  the  ob- 
vious route,  but  Hickson's  flaw  was  his 
arrogance  and  his  laziness.  I  freed  those 
workers  from  their  captivity  and  Hickson 
from  his  humanitarian  blindness.  He's 
since  liquidated  his  mining  business  and 
transferred  what's  left  to  researching 
safer  crytanium  extraction  techniques." 

I  raged  back  immediately.  "I 
don't  care  how  it  worked  out.  it's  not 
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your  place  to  say  who  lives  or  dies  just 
because  they  aren't  who  you  want  them 
to  be!" 

"Of  course  it  is,  I'm  the  one 
who  built  the  mountain."  He  reasoned. 

"You're  a  vigilante!  A  murder- 
ing vigilante!" 

"I  never  kill  anyone  who 
doesn't  deserve  it." 

"Those  miners  didn't  deserve 
it!" 

"No,  but  it  was  something  they 
needed,  and  need  is  a  form  of  deserv- 
ing." 

"WHAT  THE  FUCK  DOES 
THAT  EVEN  MEAN?"  I  erupted. 
"You're  insane!" 

"No."  He  stopped  me.  "What 
I  am  is  nearly  off-schedule.  The  second 
shot  is  due  to  be  fired  in  forty-five 
seconds.  Follow  me,  and  kindly  don't 
forget  about  the  bio-shield." 

I  trailed  him  sullenly,  think- 
ing of  what  I  could  do  to  stop  this.  He 
didn't  care  for  my  dilemma  and  started 
to  espouse  the  importance  of  the  second 
firing. 

"This  next  shot  will  destroy 
the  Secret  Police  barracks  security 
console.  If  any  damage  befalls  the 
security  compound  system  it  defaults 
into  lockdown,  and  its  tenants  become 
its  prisoners.  And  with  communica- 
tions down  it  will  be  some  time  before 
they  are  able  to  get  out.  I  see  it  as  poor 
design.  Honestly,  it's  a  foolish  system, 
but  all  meant  to  aid  in  the  completion  of 
this  project." 

He  stopped  in  front  of  one  of 
the  smaller  screens  and  began  quietly 
counting  down.  I  looked  around  and  no- 
ticed that  since  coming  in  I  hadn't  seen 
a  single  clock  or  timer.  He  fired  the  next 
shot  and  this  time  a  smaller  plink  came 
over  the  scope  speaker. 

"An  armor  piercing  round,  but 
only  twenty  millimeters.  I  never  send  a 
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explained.  "Come.  We've  quite  a  walk 
before  we  get  to  the  next  gun." 

We  walked  in  silence  for  a  few 
minutes  until  I  went  back  to  the  subject 
of  his  target.  "So  what's  this  politician 
done  to  merit  his  death?  Did  he  make 
fun  of  Nordics  in  an  interview  or  some- 
thing?" 

He  ignored  the  jab  and 
answered.  "Were  I  a  man  of  greater 
patience  I  would  have  the  whole  of 
Iriquois  Prime's  legislature  killed.  Any 
group  of  people  so  singularly  immersed 
in  decadence  and  making  oppressive 
and  constricting  decisions  about  the 
lives  of  hard  working  people  they  don't 
know  ought  to  be  done  away  with.  As 
it  stands,  I  will  give  this  monster  the 
benefit  of  the  doubt  by  only  removing  its 
head,  and  hoping  it  either  dies  or  grows  a 
more  agreeable  one." 

I  wasn't  mentally  spry  enough 
to  quickly  develop  a  contention  to  his 
answer  so  I  kept  silent.  A  moment 
passed  until  I  looked  up  and  could  see 
the  jagged  edges  of  a  rocky  ceiling, 
which  prompted  my  next  question. 

"How  does  this  thing  exist 
in  space  anyway?  How  did  you  get  a 
mountain  out  of  the  atmosphere?" 

He  talked  over  his  shoulder 
and  kept  a  brisk  pace  down  the  hall.  "It 
uses  an  engine  of  my  own  design,  buried 
in  the  center  of  the  mountain." 

This  kept  getting  more  and 
more  unbelievable.  "Your  engine  is  in 
the  center  of  all  this?" 

"It's  not  a  conventional  ion 
displacement  engine  like  all  ships  use. 
which  means  I  don't  have  to  worry  about 
engine  trails  that  the  Accord  can  track.  I 
call  it  the  Mass  Replacement  Drive.  It's 
completely  silent,  and  isn't  a  propulsion 
device,  but  rather  it  replaces  the  lack 
of  mass  in  space  with  the  mass  of  the 
mountain.  It  literally  moves  the  "verse 
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around  it." 

At  this  juncture  if  what  I  heard 
made  any  sense  to  me,  than  it  probably 
wasn't  true,  so  I  just  walked  behind  him, 
thinking  of  more  to  say.  "Why  a  moun- 
tain?" 

"A  mountain  is  power,  humil- 
ity and  secrecy  all  in  one  edifice."  He 
walked  further.  "It's  a  large  and  grand 
construction  of  nature,  yet  composed 
of  mere  rock,  and  to  see  one  floating 
through  space  gives  it  an  imposing, 
mysterious  quality.  Most  ships  see  me  as 
a  rogue  asteroid  and  leave,  but  some  of 
the  more  curious  ones  have  to  be  taken 
down.  I  am  disturbed  infrequently,  but  I 
value  my  privacy." 

"So  why  didn't  you  shoot  me 
down  when  you  had  the  chance?" 

"Who  says  I've  lost  it?"  He 
replied  dangerously.  "You  came  here, 
because  unlike  others  you  have  a  real 
thirst  for  the  truth  about  this  place.  Deep 
down  you  find  me  intriguing  because 
you  believe  in  the  mountain's  purpose. 
I  kill  bad  people;  you  apprehend  them. 
I  act  on  grudges;  you  nurse  them.  We 
are  so  very  similar  and  yet  lacking  that 
special  linking  feeling  due  to  our  respec- 
tive circumstances.  I  allowed  you  to 
come  here  as  an  offer  to  change  that,  and 
I  have  faith  that  you  will." 

I  became  irate.  "And  so  you 
never  considered  yourself  to  be  one  of 
the  bad  people?  You  take  lives  accord- 
ing to  your  own  opinions!  You  can't 
cause  suffering  to  end  suffering.  It's 
illogical!  It's  madness!" 

Torbjorn  rounded  on  me. 
"And  yet  the  only  way  to  unequivocally 
stop  madness  is  by  suffering!  If  a  bullet 
to  the  head  be  any  suffering  at  all."  He 
paused.  "I  would  agree  that  morality 
does  have  its  say  in  the  lives  of  people, 
but  it  is  too  slow  and  dormant  to  bring 
any  real  resolution  to  conflict.  Morality 
takes  snakes  and  tries  to  turn  them  into 


lambs,  I  simply  cut  their  heads  off!" 

He  was  silent  for  a  moment,  he 
couldn't  shout  and  keep  his  quick  pace  at 
the  same  time.  "In  the  end  my  mountain 
ends  more  injustice  in  a  SECOND  than 
morality  and  diplomacy  would  end  in  a 
century.  Suffering,  as  you  call  it,  douses 
its  own  flames  quicker  than  diplomacy 
ever  could.  The  laws  of  man  are  wholly 
ineffectual  when  confronted  by  his  abili- 
ties." 

I  quickly  thought  of  more 
ways  to  pursue  the  argument.  "Why 
did  you  start  killing  anyone  in  the  first 
place?  What  wondrous  epiphany  led  you 
to  this?"  I  asked  the  second  question  as 
sarcastically  as  possible. 

His  pace  didn't  slow.  "I  am 
a  man  of  unholy  intellect.  Cray.  I'm 
smarter  and  more  focused  than  any  other 
person  I've  ever  met,  and  certainly  in 
the  'verse.  People  of  intellect,  we're 
told,  are  born  into  the  'verse  so  they  can 
change  it  for  the  better.  I  find  it  to  be 
much  more  truthful  that  those  who  think 
they  can  'change  the  world',  so  to  speak, 
are  often  the  most  dangerous." 

I  wanted  to  reply,  but  nothing 
came,  so  he  continued.  "People  of  intel- 
lect realize  that  the  'verse  has  problems, 
what  they  do  not  realize  is  that  not  all 
of  these  problems  can  be  solved.  They 
make  plans  for  the  betterment  of  man. 
only  to  realize  later  that  they  bring  a  host 
of  new  problems  worse  than  the  one  they 
tried  to  solve.  The  universe  is  simply 
too  big  for  people  to  extend  themselves 
and  their  ideas  from  one  end  to  the  other. 
Only  I  with  my  considerable  wits  have 
seen  the  truth:  that  the  human  factor 
can  undo  the  most  meticulous  and  good 
hearted  of  actions. 

"No  matter  how  many  tax 
reforms,  government  restructurings,  eth- 
ics rights  reforms,  goodwill  programs, 
invasions  of  unreasonable  aggressors,  or 
ATTEMPTS  AT  UNIFICATION..."  His 
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voice  broke  passionately  before  continu- 
ing. "Are  initiated,  to  name  a  sorry  few, 
man  will  always  ensure  that  something 
else  equally  horrendous  will  go  wrong." 
He  took  a  pause.  "So  I  kill  them." 

I  didn't  know  what  to  say.  The 
man  was  some  kind  of  anarchist  with  an 
inverted,  unfathomable  messiah  com- 
plex. He  was  killing  people  to  prevent 
them  from  hurting  and  helping  each 
other?  Based  on  his  own  observations 
and  reasonings?  I  tried  my  best  in  the 
echoing  footsteps  to  build  a  convincing 
rebuttal. 

"Death  comes  to  all  of  us."  I 
said  slowly.  "Is  it  really  so  reprehensible 
to  try  and  make  life  better  for  ourselves? 
To  unite  and  want  to  live  in  peace? 
And  then  only  to  have  it  stripped  away 
because  you  think  our  efforts  aren't  ef- 
fective?" 

"No."  He  replied  softly.  "I 
believe  it's  quite  noble,  but  the  only 
proper  channel  is  to  keep  to  yourself 
and  your  own.  Live  and  let  live.  Don't 
trust  anyone,  and  don't  go  beyond  your 
business.  People  of  intellect  who  want 
to  change  the  world  do  so  by  disturbing 
waters  that  are  either  serene,  or  don't 
effect  them  in  the  first  place.  Good 
intentions  are  only  as  good  as  they  are 
humble.  Evil  men  are  evil  because  they 
work  through  malice,  and  must  be  killed 
to  stop  it.  Some  good  men  must  die  as 
well  to  stop  their  hubris  and  ignorance, 
which  often  does  more  damage." 

"Now  you're  starting  to  bore 
me."  I  said  spitefully.  "For  all  your  high 
talk  do  you  really  expect  anyone  to  see 
your  point  of  view?" 

"Why  do  you  think  I  kill  them 
instead  of  inviting  them  here  for  a  chat?" 

"Why  don't  you  kill  yourself, 
hmm?"  My  tone  was  equal  parts  hopeful 
and  mocking.  "Surely  you've  thought  of 
ridding  yourself  of  the  'verse  instead  of 
laboring  constantly  to  cleanse  it?  Is  your 


job  ever  done?  There's  always  going  to 
be  more  men  to  kill." 

"And  thus  is  where  my  great- 
est talents  lie.  Detective  Cray."  He 
said  confidently.  "It  ensures,  and  will 
continue  to  ensure,  an  active  life  for  me. 
however  even  I  am  not  immune  to  age's 
conquest  so  there's  no  reason  to  disrupt 
life  prematurely." 

Had  I  cared,  I  would  have 
taken  greater  notice  of  the  sadness  in 
his  voice.  "The  mountain  has  plenty 
of  measures  in  place  to  guarantee  that 
it  will  still  be  useful  after  I'm  gone.  I 
would  hope  that  any  future  user  of  its 
tools  shares  my  zest  for  the  crafting  of 
projects,  but  the  intelligence  gap  renders 
that  impossible." 

He  walked  on.  "I  was  one- 
hundred  and  fifty-four  last  month,  and 
fifty  years  from  now  everything  here  will 
be  automated,  all  that's  lacking  is  a  way 
to  find  the  projects.  This  mountain  will 
not  die  with  me.  and  will  not  simply  be 
an  ingenious  murder  weapon.  Its  future 
guardians  need  only  trust  in  its  power  to 
ensure  that." 

He  stopped  finally  and  turned 
to  his  left,  where  two  mid-size  screens 
blinked  back  at  us.  His  eyes  then  took 
on  a  ravenous  and  proud  light,  all  sad- 
ness abandoned.  Staring  at  the  two  with 
a  marked  fervor  he  spoke  again.  "Wil- 
lard  Matheson.  98  years  old.  Chancellor 
Elect  of  Iriquois  Prime.  A  .50  caliber 
hollow-point  round  fired  through  Hel- 
lespont and  sent  straight  into  him  via 
Prime's  Coriolis  effect.  It's  one  of  the 
most  beautiful  shots  I've  ever  planned. 
The  mess  will  be  considerable,  however 
it  will  suffice  as  quite  the  message. 
Among  other  things  he's  head  of  the 
Core  Planets  Reform  Initiative,  which 
would  extend  the  cultured  rings  out  as 
far  as  the  Mandarin  Systems." 

He  turned  to  me  with  a  gaze 
asking  if  I  understood  win  he  was  the 
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target. 

"I'm  not  going  to  endorse 
this."  I  answered  simply.  "What's  so 
bad  about  extending  the  cultured  rings? 
Those  planets  will  get  protection  from 
'Verse  military.  Judiciary  Accord  ben- 
efits and  a  seat  in  Parliament." 

"It's  a  conquest  program."  He 
retorted.  "Those  planets  already  have 
everything  they  need  to  survive  and  be 
content,  and  once  they  make  their  part  of 
the  Accord  official  they'll  be  a  target  for 
all  the  uncultured  planets  that  exist  just 
beyond  the  Accord's  reach.  Matheson 
will  use  this  extension  to  attack  those 
planets  and  consolidate  power  on  the 
rim,  which  he  will  say  will  make  the 
cultured  rings  more  complete  and  safe. 
Newfound  economic  expansion,  and 
Accord  bureaucracy  will  alienate  the 
uncultured  systems  that  are  allies  of  the 
Mandarin  planets,  and  war  will  come. 
Those  planets  will  become  mired  in  pi- 
rating and  fighting  for  years  until  they're 
but  husks  of  their  current  prosperity. 
Their  cultures  will  die!" 

I  didn't  have  the  energy  to 
keep  arguing  the  point.  "Anything 
else?" 

"Yes,  he's  also  a  philanderer." 
Torbjorn  said,  facing  the  screens.  "What 
I  have  here  now  are  two  options.  In  the 
interest  of  event  security,  the  location  for 
Matheson's  inauguration  has  not  been 
made  public,  but  my  intelligence  tells  me 
there  are  two  possible  locations  in  con- 
sideration. His  acceptance  dinner  will 
be  either  at  The  Arcturus  Hotel,  or  the 
Iriquois  Delta  Steakhouse."  He  faced 
me  again.  "If  you  don't  mind  Detec- 
tive Cray,  I'd  like  you  to  choose  where  I 
fire." 

I  blinked.  "What?" 

"The  Arcturus  is  a  renowned 
establishment,  and  fit  for  formal  engage- 
ments, but  Matheson  enjoys  his  PR 
play  with  the  media  as  being  'one  of 


the  people'."  Torbjorn  wheezed.  "It's 
a  rather  roundabout  way  of  saying  he'd 
rather  have  steak  than  artisan  seafood, 
or  whatever-the-hell  fruity  cuisine  the 
Arcturus  serves." 

I  almost  chuckled.  Deep  down 
Torbjorn  was  still  a  Nordic. 

"So  Cray,  at  which  establish- 
ment would  you  hold  your  inauguration 
dinner?" 

The  silence  hung  for  a  mo- 
ment, and  I  knew  I  had  my  chance.  He 
was  letting  me  stall,  and  my  mouth 
swayed  open  in  an  indecisive  manner. 

"I  can  always  fire  two  shots 
you  know."  He  whispered  balefully. 

I  removed  my  trench  non- 
chalantly and  folded  it  over  my  hands, 
feigning  a  want  for  coolness.  "I  honestly 
can't  say."  I  uttered,  looking  down  at 
the  floor.  "I  think  if  I  was  to  be  there  I'd 
choose...  darkness." 

He  blinked  for  one  confused 
second  as  I  launched  my  coat  over  his 
head  and  gave  him  my  best  shot.  The 
bio-shield  reacted  and  the  trench  coat 
cushioned  most  of  the  shock,  but  I  felt  a 
hearty  jolt  lance  up  my  arm  and  flex  my 
chest  involuntarily.  Ignoring  the  pain  I 
whipped  around  and  began  thundering 
down  the  hallway  as  fast  as  I  could  while 
rubbing  feeling  back  into  my  elbow.  The 
parator  had  emerged  directly  across  from 
where  the  screens  for  the  88mm  can- 
nons sat.  I  tore  down  the  hallway  until 
I  spotted  them  and  charged  sharply  into 
the  cage,  punching  the  dock  button  with 
a  fist  so  full  of  adrenaline  it  could' ve 
woken  a  coma  patient.  I  heard  no  cues 
of  a  pursuing  Torbjorn  behind  me. 

The  parator  broke  into  the 
hangar  and  I  burst  into  the  room,  sweep- 
ing up  my  guns  on  the  way.  The  rush  to 
get  my  ship  out  of  the  mountain  ended 
in  my  shooting  up  the  airlock  generators 
with  the  bow  cannons.  The  docking  bay 
broke  open  with  a  squeal,  and  I  dropped 
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The  mountain  was 

looming,  building 

the  tension  I  had 

pent  up  in  my  mind. 

into  space,  shot  down  by  the  rush  of  air, 
kicking  the  engines  on  with  a  shrieking 
hale.  The  readout  on  my  nav-screen 
showed  the  mountain's  stentorian  form 
slowly  floating  away,  and  then  increas- 
ing in  size.  He  was  following.  It  then 
dawned  on  me  that  Torbjorn  could 
fire  on  the  ship  whenever  he  felt  like 
it.  I  was  completely  exposed,  and  my 
stomach  went  sour  faster  than  milk  in 
a  desert.  I  took  several  deep  breaths 
and  strode  plaintively  back  to  the  galley 
where  the  largest  windows  were.  The 
mountain  was  looming,  building  the 
tension  I  had  pent  up  in  my  mind.  It 
simply  hung  there,  and  for  a  moment  I 
thought  he  might  be  unconscious,  but 
that  wouldn't  explain  the  fact  that  it  had 
started  to  move.  Things  became  official 
when  two  great  muzzle  flashes  erupted 
and  left  negative  spots  in  my  vision. 

Torbjorn  had  fired  two  shots, 
but  they  had  been  parallel  to  my  ship. 
He  had  hedged  his  bet,  and  the  race  was 
on.  I  charged  back  into  the  cockpit  and 
set  an  FTL  course  for  Iriquois  Prime. 
The  stars  dissolved  into  the  acid-trip  of 
Faster-Than-Light  travel  and  I  opened  a 
comm-line  to  my  base  back  on  Sudeten. 

"George!"  No  reply.  "George! 
GEORGE  WHERE  THE  GALL  ARE 
YOU?"  I  shouted. 

A  few  seconds  of  crackle  and 
his  whiny  drone  called  back.  "Yeah, 
yeah  I'm  here.  Cray,  is  that  you?  Where 
in  hell  have  you  been?" 


"George  we  don't  have  time! 
Torbjorn 's  on  his  way  to  Iriquois  Prime 
and  he's  going  to  kill  the  Chancellor-" 

"Wait,  what  the  hell?  Are  you 
still  on  about  that  fable—" 

"It's  not  a  bloody  fable 
George!  I've  met  him.  that  mountain  is 
real,  and  he's  already  fired  the  shots,  it's 
an  assassination,  I  don't  have  time  for 
the  details!" 

"Well  what  the  hell  do  you 
expect  me  to  do  about  it?" 

"You're  station  manager,  get  in 
touch  with  Accord  Brass  and  tell  them  to 
send  a  team  in  to  get  Willard  Matheson 
off  that  planet!" 

"Willard  Matheson?  What  do 
you  want  with  him?" 

Oh  for  gall's  sake.  "Torbjorn 
will  have  killed  him  in  six  days,  he's  the 
mountain's  next  project  — I  mean  target, 
dammit!  Tell  the  Accord  to  get  a  ship 
in  there  and  take  him  as  far  away  from 
Iriquois  Prime  as  he  can  get!  Kidnap 
him  if  you  have  to!" 

"Why  would  anyone  want  to 
kill  Willard  Matheson?  His  approval 
rating's  practically  off  the  charts." 

"It's  the  Core  Planets  Reform 
Initiative,"  I  vexed.  "He's  using  it  as  a 
power  grab  or  something  that  will  put 
the  border  planets  at  war  with  the  uncul- 
tured systems,  I  don't  know!  George  we 
really  don't  have  time  for  this!" 

"Cray,  I'm  just  an  Accord  sta- 
tion manager.  Military  ships  won't  an- 
swer to  my  beck  and  call,  and  they  won't 
scramble  to  protect  a  guy  who's  got 
more  security  than  the  Albion  monarch's 
virginity.  Trust  me.  no  one's  getting 
within  a  stone's  throw  of  that  man." 

I  set  my  knuckles  down  on  the 
piloting  console  and  bowed  my  head. 
George  had  never  listened  to  me.  and  I 
realized  that  I'd  have  to  play  a  card  I'd 
been  saving  for  a  long  time.  Damn.  I 
had  really  hoped  to  use  this  for  m\  self 
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instead  of  someone  else. 

"You  know  George."  I 

chewed.  "I  can  always  call  the  Celts." 

The  aggravated  pause  was 

palpable.  "I'll  see  what  I  can  do." 
*** 

Six  days  passed,  with  the 
speed  of  molasses  going  uphill  in  winter. 

The  FTL  cycle  stopped  abrupt- 
ly and  the  hearty  tug  on  my  grav-suit 
told  me  I  had  arrived.  I  hopped  into  the 
cockpit  to  see  a  military  cruiser  hovering 
in  the  space  above  Iriquois  Prime's  orbit. 
Something  wasn't  right. 

A  brusque  voice  filtered  over 
the  comm-unit.  "Unidentified  Growlans- 
er  Class  Vessel,  you  are  now  in  restricted 
flight  space,  confirm  your  identity  and 
state  your  business." 

"This  is  Detective  David  Cray, 
Accord  Police  Service,  Sudeten,  Prus- 
sian System,  Serial  Number  15970223. 
I'm  the  one  who  requested  your  presence 
here." 

The  comm  went  dead  for  a 
second  before  a  more  throaty  voice 
answered.  "This  is  Captain  Burkhardt 
of  the  Liberty's  Templar,  was  there  any- 
thing else  you  wanted  to  tell  us  Detective 
Cray?" 

I  snapped  the  comm  back  in 
reply.  "Tell  you?  What  do  you  mean 
tell  you?  Is  Matheson  on  your  ship 
Captain?" 

"Negative,  his  inauguration 
begins  in  fifteen  minutes  IP  Western 
Plateau  Standard  Time." 

"WHAT  THE  GALL  ARE 
YOU  DOING  OUT  HERE  THEN?"  I 
exploded. 

"Excuse  me  Detective?" 

"Matheson  has  to  get  off  of 
that  planet  and  out  of  this  system  im- 
mediately, and  your  ship  is  currently  in 
extreme  danger  Captain!" 

"What?  We  were  simply  told 
to  provide  overwatch  for  the  Inaugura- 


tion in  case  anyone  attempted  invasion. 
And  what  danger  are  you  talking  about 
Detective?  We're  the  only  two  vessels  in 
IP  flight  space." 

I  dropped  the  comm  module 
and  listened  in  anguish  as  frenzied 
voices  began  to  call  for  the  Captain's  at- 
tention. I  heard  them  speak  about  a  new 
entity  entering  galaxy  flight  space  and 
knew  it  was  all  over.  My  gut  twisted  up 
again  and  I  could  actually  feel  my  face 
grow  white.  Within  ten  seconds  I  had 
sweat  migrate  from  my  brow  to  my  chin. 
Authoritative  voices  over  the  comm  soon 
turned  to  worried,  higher-pitched  and 
frantic  calls  of  confusion.  When  next 
I  looked  out  of  my  viewport  all  I  saw 
were  the  muzzle  flashes  and  a  ten-second 
delay.  The  Templar  never  had  a  chance. 
Three  shells  took  out  each  ion  drive  with 
sickening  precision,  and  a  white  explo- 
sion cracked  the  vessel  in  half.  Unlike 
the  Hickson  planets  there  wasn't  enough 
air  to  carry  the  sound  to  my  position. 
Everything  happened  in  silence,  and 
right  after  the  split  of  the  ship  occurred  a 
lone  bullet  hitting  a  speck  in  the  planet's 
orbit  silenced  the  static  over  the  comm. 

"There's  number  one."  I  told 
myself  morosely.  I  had  maybe  twelve 
minutes  left  before  the  third  bullet  took 
out  Matheson.  and  in  my  moment  of 
hesitation  I  saw  the  flares  of  escape  pods 
entering  Iriquois'  atmosphere.  People 
had  actually  made  it  out  of  that  wreck- 
age. The  mountain  loomed  behind  the 
planet  but  didn't  fire  on  the  pods.  That 
did  it  for  me.  and  I  threw  my  ship  into 
overdrive  without  thinking.  My  vessel 
entered  the  atmosphere  and  caught  up 
with  a  spate  of  the  falling  cells.  I  fol- 
lowed them  down  to  Prime's  orange-tan 
soil  and  managed  to  get  away  with  just  a 
rough  landing.  Replacing  my  grav-suit 
for  an  extra  trench  coat  I  brought  in  my 
supplies.  I  pounded  down  the  gangplank 
to  a  very  windy  plane.  Light  orange  dust 
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and  silt  whipped  all  around  me  and  the 
wind  was  hissing  but  I  could  still  see, 
and  I  jogged  over  to  a  group  of  the  pods 
where  soldiers  were  emerging  and  form- 
ing a  perimeter.  I  approached,  and  one 
leveled  his  assault  rifle  at  me. 

"Hey.  I'm  Cray!  I'm  the 
detective  here!"  I  called,  beckoning  for 
him  to  lower  his  weapon  and  flashing 
my  badge.  It  was  enough  to  gain  his 
approval  and  he  tapped  his  commander's 
back.  The  soldier  turned  and  faced  me 
sidelong  to  avoid  getting  choked  with 
dirt. 

"Cray,  what's  our  objective 
here?"  He  shouted  over  the  wind. 

"Do  you  have  a  fix  on  Mathe- 
son's  location?"  I  yelled  back,  holding 
my  coat  up  against  the  grainy  sheets. 

"Yeah,  he's  half  a  click  north 
of  here  at  the  Arcturus!  He  switched 
from  the  Delta  when  the  sandstorms 
got  too  bad  over  there!  What  do  we  do 
Detective?" 

I  turned  around,  northward, 
and  began  running.  "We  secure  Mathe- 
son  at  all  costs!  Get  him  off  that  podium 
at  the  least  and  out  of  that  hotel  if  pos- 
sible!" 

"Roger!   Let's  move!"  The 
field  commander  waved  his  men  ahead 
and  several  overtook  me  as  the  forms  of 
urban  buildings  began  to  filter  through 
the  blowing  sand  and  hazy  afternoon 
light.  I  wondered  how  bad  the  sand- 
storms were  at  the  Delta  if  they  had 
caused  Matheson  to  move  over  here.  We 
were  on  a  main  street  of  sorts,  very  wide 
and  more  buildings  started  to  show  up  as 
the  wind  abated  ever  so  slowly  but  kept 
the  air  full  of  sand. 

"That's  it!  That's  the  Arc- 
turus!" One  of  the  men  shouted,  point- 
ing towards  a  sandy-white  stone  building 
that  looked  like  a  government  embassy 
with  hints  of  ancient  Roman  architecture. 

"You  know  the  task  boys! 


Let's  move,  move,  move!"  The  com- 
mander shouted.  However,  not  a  second 
after  his  posturing  did  his  head  violently 
snap  sideways  and  a  cloud  of  blood 
joined  with  the  swirling  dust.  It  hap- 
pened so  fast  it  looked  like  he'd  been  hit 
with  a  mealy  pomegranate. 

Reflexively.  the  rest  of  the 
soldiers  broke  formation  and  ran  into  the 
adjacent  side  alleys.  I  skidded  to  a  halt 
dumbly  in  front  of  the  corpse  and  looked 
into  the  sky.  The  wind  was  keeping  its 
heavy  kick  up  in  the  environment,  and 
yet  he  could  still  hit  targets. 

"Detective!  Detective!"  One 
soldier  in  a  group  of  three  against  a  wall 
was  calling.  "Get  to  cover  now  Detec- 
tive!" 

And  just  as  suddenly  as  the 
Commander  had  died,  three  bullets 
dropped  each  of  the  soldiers,  their  brains 
on  the  wall  the  only  epitaph  they'd  ever 
get. 

"What  the  hell  is  going  on. 
dammit?!"  Another  soldier  shouted. 

I  got  my  head  together  amidst 
the  horror,  wondering  why  I  still  wasn't 
dead,  and  which  of  these  poor  souls 
would  be  the  next.  "It's  the  mountain! 
We  have  to  reach  the  Arcturus:  if  we 
stay  in  one  place  we're  dead!  Duck  and 
weave!" 

"Copy  that!"  The  soldier 
yelled.  "Everyone,  get  the  led  out  and 
save  the  principle--."  He  dropped  in  a 
crimson  burst  and  the  rest  of  us  began 
to  run  without  thinking  on  the  rest  of  his 
sentence. 

The  next  two  hundred  feet  of 
my  life  played  out  like  a  series  of  slow- 
motion  deaths  in  ballet.  Each  of  the  sol- 
diers that  subsequently  fell  to  Torbjorn 
took  on  a  different  morbid  pose.  Heads 
exploded  and  were  rent  from  their  bod- 
ies, spines  snapped,  organs  leapt  into  the 
air  like  nuts  falling  from  cracked  shells. 
the  hemorrhaging  was  ungodly,  and  soon 
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there  was  more  blood  on  the  wind  than 
sand.  One  had  a  bullet  take  his  rifle 
from  his  hands  before  being  hit  in  the 
back  by  a  second,  bent  around  the  planet. 
He  tripped  and  rolled  over  with  a  gurgle. 
All  around  me  the  deadly  wisps  of  fly- 
ing bullets  pelted  my  eardrums,  and  the 
sound  of  falling  bodies  was  their  coda. 
I  was  fifty  feet  away  from  the  Arcturus 
before  I  noticed  that  I  was  the  only  one 
still  running.  I  felt  my  body  continue  to 
charge  as  the  muscles  flailed  limply  and 
a  surfeit  of  black  clad  security  officers 
burst  from  the  Arcturus'  front  door  to  see 
what  all  the  shouting  was  about. 

When  they  made  themselves 
visible  they  started  to  drop.  Bullets  com- 
ing from  different  directions  threw  the 
men  around  like  wisps  of  tissue  paper 
hit  with  raindrops.  Torbjorn  was  firing 
his  guns  on  all  sides,  overwhelming 
the  soldiers.  This  wasn't  elegant  it  was 
destructive.  The  Arcturus'  white  stucco 
walls  were  repainted,  and  amidst  the  din 
some  officers  were  desperately  trying 
to  return  fire.  They  shot  their  artfully 


designed  silenced  assault  pistols  every 
direction  in  the  air  crying  out  for  backup 
that  was  barricaded  in  its  own  headquar- 
ters. 

By  the  time  I  had  stumbled 
through  the  doors  there  were  none  left 
and  my  entrance  into  the  ballroom  was 
marked  by  a  crash  through  the  doors  via 
the  soldiers'  blood  on  the  floor.  I  lay 
there  on  the  ground  miserably,  soaked  in 
sanguine  and  unable  to  breathe.  Women 
in  gaud  and  finery  shrieked,  while  men 
in  ornate  suits  and  wide  mustachios 
stood  up  to  see  what  was  the  matter. 
The  air  was  heavy  with  cigar  smoke  and 
spiced  food.  In  that  moment  it  all  man- 
aged to  cut  through  the  taste  of  blood 
and  sweat  to  tell  me  that  I  protected 
those  more  fortunate  than  myself,  not 
less,  and  I  felt  beyond  spent  for  it.  Wil- 
lard  himself  stood  at  the  podium,  a  non- 
plussed glass  of  champagne  adorning  his 
left  hand,  and  in  his  right  a  vid-screen 
control  to  show  pictures  of  his  outer-ring 
exploits.  He  had  no  idea.  None  of  them 
did. 
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"Move."  I  croaked  from  the 
floor,  reaching  out  a  hand.  "Move... 
Get  out  of  the  way...  before  the  bullet 
comes." 

Matheson  locked  eyes  with  me 
and  his  brow  creased  in  disgust.  He  was 
tall,  with  tan  skin  and  slick  black  hair 
just  beginning  to  gray  at  the  temples;  at- 
tractive in  a  mature  way.  He  cocked  his 
head  at  my  prone  form  and  as  his  mouth 
formed  the  words  what  are  you  doing 
a  streak  of  deadly  smoke  six  days  old 
sliced  through  the  door  and  the  walls  to 
find  its  target. 

The  concussive  force  of  the 
bullet  caused  his  chest  to  explode  in 
all  directions,  covering  the  room  in  his 
presence  and  throwing  what  was  left 
against  the  wall  behind  him.  The  women 
squealed,  and  the  men  gasped.  All  was 
silent  as  pandemonium  waited  to  strike, 
framed  by  the  disbelieving  breath  of  a 
thoroughly  shocked  group  of  people. 
From  my  spot  on  the  floor  I  watched  as 
those  in  the  opulently  furnished  room 
tried  to  escape.  The  noblesse  of  Iriquois 
Prime  was  helpless  against  the  hail  of 
bullets  that  next  came  tearing  through 
the  hotel.  Not  one  missed  a  body.  Some 
were  mercifully  hit  once,  and  others 
were  reduced  to  red  haze.  I  bowed  my 
head  into  my  arms  and  tried  to  sink 
into  the  floor  amongst  the  screams  and 
splatters.  The  room  became  a  maelstrom 
of  bullet  shrieks,  cracked  furniture,  and 
shattered  glass. 

In  a  few  seconds  the  sounds 
had  stopped,  and  there  left  a  ringing  in 
my  ears  like  a  banshee  trapped  in  a  vice. 
I  lifted  my  head  up  gingerly.  There 
was  no  air,  only  plaster  and  the  smell  of 
liquid  iron.  Each  of  my  muscles  con- 
vulsed and  sputtered  as  I  stood  up  none 
too  steadily.  I  surveyed  the  room  again. 
This  gala  luncheon  had  been  reduced 
to  absolute  bloody  squalor.  Fingers 


of  creamy  sunlight  poking  through  the 
bullet  holes  provided  the  only  visibility. 
Lifeless  forms  obscured  every  bit  of  the 
floor  coated  in  the  pinkish  paste  of  blood 
and  dust.  I  detected  a  must  in  the  air. 
as  if  these  clothes  and  corpses  had  been 
here  for  months  already,  and  finally  my 
body  started  to  reject  the  scene  around 
me.  I  vomited  and  began  to  breathe  at 
a  rate  too  fast  by  half.  I  stumbled  and 
jogged  my  way  around  the  bar  to  the 
bathroom,  whose  own  occupants  had 
been  taken  care  of  as  well,  and  threw 
my  head  in  the  sink.  I  withdrew  it  wet. 
and  wheezing  in  high  breaths.  With 
coordination  that  would  make  a  Parkin- 
son's victim  wince  I  managed  to  pull  the 
Nordic's  pack  of  cigarettes  out  of  my 
waistcoat  and  light  one.  I  fell  against  the 
wall  and  sank  down  on  the  tiled  floor, 
breathing  in  the  smoke  with  an  open 
mouth.  The  cigarette  sat  clenched  in  m\ 
front  teeth  until  I  was  puffing  so  hard  my 
face  looked  like  a  beating  censer.  After 
a  dozen  drags  or  so  the  nicotine  began  to 
take  effect  and  I  slowed  down. 

With  my  breathing  restored 
I  spat  the  cigarette  out  and  hunched  up 
against  the  wall.  The  sunlight  from  one 
of  the  bullet  holes  stung  my  periphery 
and  I  turned  to  look  at  the  wall.  I  was 
still  alive.  What  the  gall  was  he  waiting 
for?  The  dust  swirling  in  the  light  and 
the  deafening  silence  of  the  hotel  was 
the  only  response  I  got.  and  I  resumed 
smoking  as  the  anticipation  began  to 
chip  away. 

What  are  you  waiting  for. 
Torbjorn?  Do  it.  Stop  making  me  wait. 
You've  beaten  me.  You  killed  Matheson. 
and  you  destroyed  everyone  else  tr\  ing 
to  save  him.  why  won't  you  kill  me?  Do 
it.  Do  it  for  gall's  sake.  I'm  not  up  for 
this.  Did  you  hear  me?  1  can't  do  this 
anymore  I'm  not  worth  anything...  not 
worth  the  trouble.  Doit!  Shoot  me  you 
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son  of  a  bitch! 

Impatient,  I  leapt  up,  fling- 
ing off  my  trench  coat,  and  I  tore  away 
more  articles  of  clothing  as  I  pounded 
loudly  to  the  lobby.  I  crashed  through 
the  large  perforated  doors  out  into  the 
open,  bared  my  chest  at  the  sky  and  bel- 
lowed, "TAKE  THE  FUCKING  SHOT 
AREADY!"  My  knees  broke  with  the 
strength  of  the  yell,  and  I  collapsed 
into  the  packed  orange  dirt,  pleading 
for  him  to  fire.  Nothing  came.  The  air 
was  tranquil,  save  for  a  light  breeze  that 
kept  the  dust  moving  around  at  foot 
level.  Iriquois  Prime's  high  sun  gleamed 
for  minutes  as  nothing  happened,  and 
with  my  fighting  energy  sapped  I  arose 
weakly,  quivering,  and  stumbled  back 
inside. 

I  stopped  at  the  bar,  and  helped 
myself  to  one  of  the  few  unbroken 
beers.  When  I  turned  and  looked  over 
the  room  again  I  noticed  that  one  thing 
had  escaped  destruction,  the  presenta- 
tion projector.  I  trudged  over  to  the 
console,  doing  my  best  to  step  lightly 
over  the  morbid  ground,  and  began  to 
cycle  through  the  photos.  Pictures  of 
Matheson  and  his  cabinet  members  taken 
on  different  planets  that  would  be  part  of 
the  Reform  winked  back  at  me. 

The  pictures  of  Matheson  on 
Manchuria  struck  me  the  most.  He  stood 
there  in  an  immaculate  suit,  while  na- 
tives crowded  around,  smiling  and  filling 
out  the  rest  of  the  picture.  One  could 
tell  that  they  were  friends,  and  happy  to 
be  with  Matheson,  but  at  the  same  time 
neither  Matheson  nor  anyone  in  his  party 
looked  like  they  had  any  business  there. 
The  Manchurians  were  short  and  tough 
looking,  adapted  to  an  agrarian  lifestyle, 
and  they  seemed  so  much  more  earnest 
than  the  overly  well-groomed  Matheson 
and  his  aides.  I  doubt  very  much  that 
any  citizen  of  Iriquois  Prime  or  anyone 


in  the  Anglia,  Sol,  or  Cyrillic  systems 
could  last  three  days  on  one  of  the  outer 
planets.  And  at  that  moment,  I  knew 
what  I  was  going  to  do. 

My  name  is  Detective  Inspec- 
tor David  Cray.  I'm  65  years  old,  and 
for  the  last  thirty-three  years  Eve  been  a 
detective  for  the  'Verse  Judiciary  Accord 
Police  Service.  I  was  born  on  Nor- 
mandy, educated  at  Niger,  back  on  Earth, 
and  joined  the  Service  because  I  wanted 
to  uphold  the  law  for  those  in  the  'Verse 
that  were  downtrodden  and  victimized. 
I've  solved  a  few  crimes  in  my  day,  and 
I've  put  plenty  of  criminals  into  prison. 
But  today  I  realized  that  it  wasn't 
enough  to  uphold  the  law.  I  would  never 
be  satisfied  with  that.  It  was  never  truly 
nourishing  just  to  lock  criminals  up  in 
the  name  something.  I  was  no  longer 
interested  in  upholding  the  law.  I  wanted 
to  wield  it,  and  Torbjorn  was  giving  me 
the  chance.  I  didn't  have  to  be  like  him, 
to  kill  the  same  kind  of  people,  but  an 
offer  to  possess  the  same  power  could  no 
longer  be  ignored. 

My  name  is  Detective  Inspec- 
tor David  Cray,  and  on  March  the  9th, 
2453, 1  became  heir  to  the  Mountain. 

Pronounced,  "Matera"§ 
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Angel  Vuong 
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The  Carmike  10 


In  the  dank  and  dusty  theater,  Megan  sits  with  hands  folded. 

Arms  propped  on  decaying  armrests,  the  taste  of  stale  popcorn  lingers 

in  our  mouths.  It  mixes  with  the  mold  grasping 

to  old  theatre  seating  whose  upholstery  was  once  pristine, 

but  we  only  paid  a  dollar. 

Across  the  Universe  shines  on  the  picture  screen 
evoking  nostalgia.  The  theater  was  once  in  its  prime; 

garbage  bags  stayed  in  cans  and  did  not  cover  mildewing  seats. 
The  stillness  within  the  vacant  theater  reminds 

me  of  the  graveyard  up  the  street  from  my  home 
where  souls  gather:  unknowns  and  stars  alike. 

As  the  movie  ends,  we  journey  up  the  aisle  where  the  exit 

sign's  illuminated  words  flicker  hazardously  on  and  off, 

but  we  only  paid  a  dollar. 

Our  chatter  as  we  walk  past  the  draped  walls 

cause  them  to  ripple.  We  disturb  the  crimson 

drapes  that  hang  down  like  cascading  rubies  plunging  from  a  cliff; 

they  are  an  attempt  to  give  the  place  a  sheen.  Dust  and  dead  memories 

from  past  guests  of  the  Carmike  10  Dollar  Theater  saturate 

the  drapes.  The  musky  smell  emitting 

from  the  floor  echoes  the  frequent  slapping  of  soles  arriving 

and  departing  from  years  past.  Now  sandaled  feet  and  shined  shoes 

trek  up  and  down  the  aisles  on  occasion  into  the  lobby  where  arcade 
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machines 

rust  from  the  inside.  Their  coin-slots  gape  open,  mouthing 
for  metal  to  fill  their  vacant  trays  where  coins  collected. 
Upon  feeding  the  machine,  the  buttons  do  not  even  respond, 
but  we  only  paid  a  dollar. 

Once  we  saw  a  man  pull  a  knife  on  one  of  those  machines, 
plunging  it  into  the  coin-slot  to  probably  pursue  his  change. 

Just  past  the  defiled  machine  where  Pacman  eats  eternally, 

the  glass  doors  permit  a  glimpse  into  the  present, 

and  each  time  the  doors  open,  memories  attempt  to  flee. 

Only  those  lucky  enough  to  live  in  the  present  may  leave 

this  world.  Megan  and  I  escape,  laughter  bursting  from  our  mouths 

as  we  recount  the  awkward  female  lead  in  the  film, 

but  we  only  paid  a  dollar. 

Memories  dissipate  against  the  glass  door  as  it  swings  shut, 

obliterating  into  multiples  of  themselves. 

As  you  depart  this  dying  world  of  cheap  entertainment, 
make  sure  you  listen  carefully  for  the  words  of  films 

that  are  sometimes  forgotten  and  sometimes  cherished  . 

"I'll  never  let  go,  Jack,"  "Say  hello  to  my  little  friend,"  "I'll  never  go 
hungry  again." 


all  reverberate  in  silence  off  the  walls  and  floor. 
I  do  not  think  these  voices  will  ever  leave. 


—Casey  Muir-Taylor 
83 


Jasmine  Higbee,  Envelope/Surround 
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[audiodiary] 

Daniel  Thomas 


Spencer  Lenzie  and  Will  Kleist 

[This  audio  diary  was  discovered  on  Tuesday.  October  20th  at  the  home  of 
Austin  and  Deborah  Harper  in  Seagrove.  Rhode  Island.] 

Tuesday,  October  1 3th         12:32  AM 

It  thinks  I  am  oblivious.  It  must  keep  thinking  that.  It  must  keep 
thinking  that  I'm  the  victim.  I  don't  know  what  it  is,  but  there's  some- 
thing in  our  house.  Something  observing  us.  But  I've  looked  every- 
where and  found  nothing.  Go  ahead.  Call  me  paranoid.  But  Deb  hears 
it  too.  And  the  kids.  I  think  they  also  know  it.  It's  strange  because  I 
always  know  exactly  where  it  is.  Within  seconds  of  walking  in  the 
house,  I'll  feel  it  watching  me  from  behind  the  pantry  door  or  behind 
some  closet.  But  then  I  check  it  out  and  there's  nothing.  Nothing 
behind  the  doors.  I  don't  really  believe  in  the  idea  of  a  ghost  haunting 
us.  I'm  not  saying  there's  no  such  thing,  but  come  on.  Let's 
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be  real  here.  I  mean,  this  house  has  no 
history,  no  past  murders  or  anything  like 
that.  I  should  know;  I  built  it  myself. 
And  I'm  pretty  damn  sure  Deb  would've 
come  clean  with  me  early  on  if  she  knew 
there  was  some  force  holding  a  grudge 
against  her.  But  I  bought  this  audio 
recorder  just  to  keep  a  daily  account 
of  weird  things,  and  any  more  "watch- 
ings."  Now  Deb's  telling  me  to  quit  my 
yapping.  I've  got  to  whisper  I  guess. 
She  looks  like  an  elephant  with  her  sleep 
apnea  machine  plugged  in.  I'll  kiss  her 
anyway. 

Wednesday,  October  1 4th      1 1 : 1 4  PM 
My  boss  is  a  dick.  I  finally  ask  for  a 
raise,  and  he  gives  me  this  crap  about 
me  not  being  "ready  to  invest  my  whole 
self"  into  the  company's  progress.  I've 
been  working  with  this  company  for 
seven  years  now  and  yet  I  still  earn 
the  same  Joe  Schmoe  salary.  I  swear  if 
December  comes  and  nothing's  changed, 
I'm  leaving  the  —  what  was  that?  I  just 
heard  something.  In  the  kitchen,  I  think. 
Hold  on. 

No  worries,  just  an  overturned  plant. 
Sometimes  Deb  waters  the  ficus  too 
much,  makes  it  prone  to  falling  over. 
That  reminds  me,  though.  Last  night, 
both  of  us  woke  up  when  we  heard  this 
really  loud  noise  downstairs.  I  went 
down  to  check  and  saw  the  TV  had  been 
left  on.  Sometimes  Eric,  our  middle 
child,  forgets  to  turn  it  off  after  watch- 
ing Jurassic  Park.  He  loves  that  movie. 
Watches  it  every  day.  He  likes  to  pretend 
he's  a  T-Rex  as  he  growls  around  the 
house.  Still,  I  don't  know  why  it  was  so 
loud.  The  volume  was  at  its  highest  and 
the  Weather  Channel  was  on.  He  never 
watches  that.  When  I  went  back  up,  Eric 
was  in  his  bed  asleep.  You  see,  this  is 
what  I'm  talking  about.  Call  it  normal  or 
call  it  a  "ghostly  presence,"  something 


happens  to  us  every  night.  And  it's  kill- 
ing our  REM  sleep. 

Thursday,  October  1 5th       9:22  PM 

I  talked  to  Eric  this  morning  and  he 
told  me  he  had  turned  off  the  TV  before 
he  went  to  bed.  I  believe  him.  We've 
never  really  set  curfews  for  the  children 
so  there's  no  reason  he'd  lie  to  us.  Deb  is 
picking  Jesse,  our  oldest,  up  from  soccer 
practice  right  now  and  I'm  watching 
Wall-E  with  Eric  and  Chloe.  It's  actually 
a  pretty  good  movie.  I  love  watching 
movies  with  them  because  they  get  so 
into  it.  It's  like  they're  in  the  movie  with 
the  little  robot  and  they're  hanging  onto 
the  ship  with  him  when  it's  blasting 
off  into  space.  Eric's  like  me  in  a  lot  of 
ways.  He  has  to  have  the  remote  when 
he  watches  a  movie.  It's  that  Harper 
Control  Syndrome  my  wife  kids  me  for. 
My  dad's  the  same  way.  So  yeah,  it's  an 
all  out  war  for  the  remote  every  Thanks- 
giving when  the  Lions  play.  And  you  can 
count  on  the  turkey  being  — 

Alright,  what  the  hell  is  going  on.  As 
I  was  just  recording  a  few  minutes  ago. 
I  swear  something  whispered  in  my  ear. 
But  when  I  looked,  there  was  nothing. 
I  went  downstairs  to  check  on  the  kids 
and  they  were  both  staring  at  me.  Smiles 
gone.  Great.  So  now  I'm  the  lunatic.  I 
asked  them  if  they  were  okay.  Chloe  just 
barely  nodded,  but  Eric  kept  staring  at 
me.  Daddy,  he  said,  we  were  wondering 
the  same  thing  about  you. 

Friday,  October  1 6th         1 : 29  AM 

Deb  called  me  today  at  my  office, 
scared  out  of  her  mind.  Practically  in 
tears.  She  called  me  from  Jeannie's  next 
door.  It  took  a  while  to  calm  her  down, 
but  I  told  her  to  tell  me  what  happened. 
She  had  just  come  back  to  the  house  af- 
ter dropping  the  kids  off  at  school  when 
it  happened.  She  went  upstairs  to  our 
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room  to  fetch  the  vacuum  in  the  closet 
and  when  she  was  rigging  it  up,  Deb 
said  she  heard  a  scuffling  sound  above. 
She  looked  up  and  that's  when  she  saw 
it.  Long,  waxy  fingers  curling  around 
the  A/C  vent.  And  eyes,  she  said.  Large, 
glossy  eyes  with  no  face  looking  at  her 
through  the  vent.  She  said  she  ran  out 
of  the  house,  fled  over  to  Jeannie's,  and 
dialed  911.1  left  my  office  immediately. 
The  police  found  nothing  in  the  vents  or 
anywhere  else  in  the  house,  but  Deb  is 
sticking  to  her  story.  I  think  I  believe  her, 
but  I'm  not  convinced.  We've  only  had  a 
few  hours  of  sleep  every  night  this  week. 
But  I'm  no  fool  either.  Something  is  here 
in  our  house  and  it's  getting  worse.  I 
have  to  do  something. 

Saturday.  October  1 7th    3:42  PM 

Oh  my  God.  Oh  my  God.  I  should 
never  have  done  it.  The  footage.  It's  real. 
Let  me,  let  me  explain.  So  last  night  I 
got  curious,  see?  I  know  I  told  Deb  I 
wasn't  going  to  film  through  the  night, 
but  dammit  I  had  to!  For  Deb's  safety. 
For  my  kids!  I  didn't  tell  Deb  either.  I 
didn't  want  her  to  know.  I  pulled  out 
our  Sony  camcorder,  the  one  we  used  to 
film  the  kids  with,  and  tucked  it  under 
a  pile  of  dirty  clothes  on  my  cabinet.  I 
turned  it  on  while  she  was  brushing  her 
teeth  and  then  got  in  bed.  Believe  me,  I 
just  wanted  to  catch  the  bastard  on  film, 
if  this  thing  did  exist.  I  stayed  up  for  as 
long  as  I  could,  straining  to  hear  any 
noises  downstairs.  And  then,  I  woke  up 
this  morning.  I  let  Deb  and  the  kids  sleep 
in.  Made  some  coffee  and  fetched  the 
newspaper.  That's  when  I  remembered 
the  camera.  I  went  upstairs  and  tiptoed 
over  to  get  it.  Deb  didn't  wake.  I  plugged 
it  up  to  my  Mac  downstairs  and  scanned 
the  footage.  The  camera  showed  our  own 
bed  and  the  kids'  rooms  down  the  hall. 
I  sped  up  the  footage.  Everything  calm. 


Nothing  weird.  Okay  okay.  But  then 
my  eyes  caught  something.  I  rewound 
it  to  3:47  AM.  I  looked  closely.  At  3:49 
AM,  every  door  down  the  hall  opened. 
Both  Jesse  and  Erich's  door.  Chloe's 
door.  The  closet  door  too.  All  at  once. 
Then  I  saw  it.  Something  crawling  up 
the  stairs.  Slowly.  With  long  fingers. 
Naked  and  pale.  Giant  eyes  looking  right 
at  the  camera.  Right  at  me.  Bloodshot. 
I  dropped  my  coffee.  Deb  and  the  kids 
all  ran  down  the  stairs  and  I  hurried  to 
turn  off  the  footage  before  they  could  see 
that,  that  thing  and  the  eyes  still  seared 
on  the  camera  and  the  fingers  flicking 
gently  over  the  hardwood  and  the  way  it 
swayed  left  and  then  right so  de- 
liberate, like  it  wanted  something 

we're  leaving  now,  I  said.  Right  now.  We 
didn't  pack  up.  We  just  took  the  van  and 
got  the  hell  out  of  there. 

We're  spending  the  night  in  a  hotel. 
I  called  91 1  and  told  them  to  check  our 
house  again.  I  told  them  what  I  saw.  I 
could  hear  their  hesitation,  but  I  said 
I  know  what  I  saw  and  it's  got  to  still 
be  there.  I  left  the  tape  on  the  kitchen 
counter  for  them  to  see.  but  they  told  me 
it  wasn't  there.  Is  this  a  sick  joke?  Fuck. 
What  do  I  do?  Think  Austin,  think.  Deb 
is  horrified  and  the  kids  look  shaken. 
They  know  I'm  not  telling  them  every- 
thing. And  I'm  getting  this  weird  sense 
that  the  kids  aren't  telling  us  everything 
either.  Especially  Eric.  He  looks  at  me 
differently  now.  I  wish  he  would  smile 
again.  He  hasn't  watched  Lord  of  the 
Rings  for  almost  a  week  now. 

Sunday.  October  1 8th      3:46  AM 

I  just  woke  up.  Eric  was  drooling  on 
me.  He  was  standing  over  my  side  of  the 
bed  and  he  was  smiling  at  me.  The  drool 
stretched  from  his  lips  and  fell  onto  my 
cheeks.  Gross.  I  put  him  back  to  bed. 
Kids  sleepwalk,  don't  they?  I  mean. 
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that's  natural,  isn't  it?  (Yawning)  Too 
tired  to  talk  any  more. 

It's  now  1 1 :00  AM.  Nothing  hap- 
pened last  night  except  the  situation 
with  Eric.  Deb  told  me  that  he's  never 
sleepwalked  before,  but  she  did  it's  com- 
mong  among  children.  I'm  still  wrestling 
with  the  image  of  the  previous  morning. 
That  thing  in  our  house.  What  if  it  was 
creeping  around  all  last  night  too?  The 
police  said  they  never  found  anything. 
Pigs.  Stupid  pigs  they  are.  They  eat  their 
donuts  and  leave.  They  don't  look  hard 
enough.  Maybe  they  don't  even  look. 
Maybe  it's  a  joke  to  them.  Maybe  I'll 
show  them.  Hold  up.  Deb's  calling  me 
over. 

Deb  just  found  several  bruises  on 
Chloe's  neck.  They're  all  around  her 
neck  -  dark  purple  spots.  Eric  and  Jesse 
both  said  they  didn't  do  anything.  Chloe 
isn't  talking.  Her  mouth  is  shut.  But  her 
eyes  are  wide  open.  Really  scared.  She's 
only  pointing  at  the  window  outside. 
Deb  wants  to  take  her  to  the  hospital. 
She's  starting  to  think  I  did  this  to  her. 
She  looks  at  me  with  that  look  of  hers, 
see?  All  suspicious  she  is.  Dammit,  I 
would  never  hurt  Chloe!  I  love  Chloe. 
But  the  wife  thinks  different.  I  tell  her 
the  sleeping  bag  probably  explains  the 
welts,  but  the  wife  still  thinks  differ- 
ent and  I  can  see  it  in  her  eyes.  I  tell 
her  Chloe  is  just  trying  to  get  attention. 
That's  all.  Deb.  No  reason  to  point  the 
fingers,  Deb.  Dammit,  Deborah.  God 
knows  we  have  enough  on  our  hands. 
We  hold  off  on  the  hospital.  Chloe's  still 
pointing  at  the  window.  She  sees  some- 
thing I  don't. 

Monday,  October  19th     2:40  PM 

I'm  thinking  about  heading  back  to 
the  house  for  a  night,  just  to  test  the  wa- 
ters. You  must  be  insane,  Deb  tells  me. 
Yeah,  it  is  crazy.  But  I  can't  just  let  this 


Something 

is  here  in  our 

house,  and  it's 

getting  worse. 

I  have  to  do 

something. 

thing  do  its  business.  That's  my  house.  I 
built  it.  It  was  always  mine.  Mine.  Mine. 
My  house.  Mine.  Always  mine.  And  yes, 
I'm  moving  back  in.  Tonight. 

I  borrowed  Dave's  rifle.  He  lives 
down  the  block.  Big  hunter  Dave  is.  He 
let  me  borrow  the  gun,  but  I  saw  it  in 
his  eyes.  He  doesn't  trust  me.  He  thinks 
something  weird.  I  tell  him  this.  I  say  to 
him.  I  say  to  Dave  that  there's  something 
at  my  house  and  it's  unwelcome,  see?  I 
tell  him  I'm  going  to  find  it.  Hahaha.  I 
tell  him  I'm  going  to  hunt  it  down  and 
shoot  it  in  the  head.  Haha,  see?  I  tell  him 
I'm  going  to  blow  its  brains  out.  you 
see?  I  say  all  this  to  Dave.  I  say  all  this 
to  him  and  he  gives  me  this  eye,  you 
see?  He  looks  at  me  like  I'm  a  little  soft 
in  the  head,  like  I'm  off  my  rocker,  like 
I'm  some  superstitious  nutcase.  And  I 
just  laugh  back  at  him  and  say  thanks 
for  the  gun,  Dave.  You're  a  true  friend. 
Dave.  A  true  friend  indeed.  Dave. 

I'm  thinking  it  over  now.  It's  2:42 
AM  and  I'm  waiting  and  I'm  thinking 
it  over.  I'm  thinking  that  I  want  to  play 
with  this  thing.  Whatever  it  is.  I  want  to 
toy  with  it  like  it's  been  toying  with  my 
family,  see?  I  play  it  out  in  my  head.  I 
watch  the  time  and  whisper  the  seconds 
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away.  I  see  this  thing  down  the  hall.  I'm 
at  my  desk  speaking  into  this  device  and 
I've  got  my  gun  at  my  side.  I  see  this 
thing  down  the  hall  and  it's  looking  at 
me.  My  back  is  turned  to  it,  see?  But 
I  know  it's  there.  I'm  just  baiting  it. 
Don't  you  worry.  I'm  under  control.  I 
got  the  gun.  Daddy's  gonna  kill  it,  see? 
And  I  can  hear  it  now  as  I  write.  And 
it's  shuffling  across  the  carpet  in  the  hall 
outside.  And  it  is  shuffling  and  and  it 
is  slithering  and  and  it  is  getting  closer 
to  me.  Seconds  whisper  away.  I  have 
eyes  in  the  back  of  my  head  and  I  see 
it  behind  me,  still  in  the  hall,  but  closer 
to  the  door,  crawling.  Each  finger  licks 
the  hardwood.  I'm  still  talking,  though. 
And  I  still  have  the  gun,  see?  And  as 
long  as  I  have  a  bullet  to  burn,  every- 
thing's good.  All  is  well.  And  I  can  hear 
it.  Oh  yes  I  can  hear  it.  Furling  across 
the  carpet.  And  I  smile  wide  because  I 
know  exactly  where  it  is.  Behind  me. 
Right  there,  see?  Crossing  the  door.  Still 
crawling.  I  can  see  it  rising.  The  hunched 
walker.  Its  eyes  fixed  on  me,  not  blink- 
ing, only  moving,  bulging  bloodshot.  It 
spider  walks  behind  me,  creeping  like 
a  killer,  and  I'm  going  to  turn  just  yet.  I 
want  to  toy  with  it  further.  Yesss.  It's  my 
experiment.  But  then.  Then.  I  am  late. 
Too  late.  I  don't  want  to  stop  talking, 
see?  I  am  perfectly  fine  in  this  moment, 
in  this  moment  with  the  gun  next  to  me, 
in  this  moment  with  evil  behind  me. 
Must  talk  more,  must  talk  more,  must 
keep  speaking  even  as  it  whispers  and 
breathes  on  my  neck  and  wraps  its  head 
around  me  and  looks  me  in  the  eyes. 
Oh  my  God.  Must  keep  speaking.  Gun 
is  useless  now.  1  am  paralyzed.  And 
this  thing.  This  whiteness  with  slack 
jaw  dripping  wet  and  marble  eyes  still 
opening  wide.  The  blue  veins  choking 
all  light.  This  shadow.  It  sees  me  and  I 
see  it.  God.  make  it  stop.  Make  it  all  go 


away  now.  Make  it  stop.  Oh  God  make 
it  stop.  I'm  sorry,  i'm  sorry,  i'm  so  sorry, 
my  eyes  are  closed  now  and  when  I  open 
them,  things  will  go  back  to  normal,  oh 
god  things  will  go  back  to  normal,  make 
it  stop.  I'm  going  to  open  my  eyes  now. 
but  you  are  still  there,  aren't  you.  you 
want  me,  don't  you.  oh  god  you  are  still 
there  and  you  want  me  with  your  mouth 
so  beautiful  and  black  and  bottomless 
and  your  eyes  unblinking  and  eating,  yes 
eating  my  own  mine  own  mine  own  and 
your  swaying  oh  your  swaying  as  you 
lunge  forw — 

[End  of  audio-diary:  PROPERTY  OF 
SVPD.  #457837  Txt.  FW  to  Chf.  Mc- 
Connell.  Records  Department  Floor  C. 
TAPE  A  TAPE  B.  No  likely  suspects.  No 
leads.  Austin  Harper  still  missing.]  § 
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Elaine  Kinnard 
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Katelyn  Hancock 


91 


A  Conversation  in  the  West 

Adam  Condra 


When  the  young  man  speaks  he  pronounces  the  word  "Missoura",  like  a 
native  of  the  state.  He  stands  in  the  doorway  of  the  tavern,  haloed  by  flecks 
of  breezy  dust  being  blown  in  by  the  sweltering  afternoon  heat,  addressing 
a  man  with  long  brown  hair  and  a  handlebar  mustache  at  the  opposite  end 
of  the  room.  August  doesn't  look  up  from  his  yellowed  copy  of  Mark  Twain, 
feet  perched  on  the  opposite  chair  at  his  table;  he's  not  even  paying  attention 
for  the  first  few  seconds  of  the  young  man's  overtures,  but  August  won't  be 
allowed  to  ignore  him.  Hey,  I  come  all  the  way  from  Missoura  to  see  you!  Au- 
gust finally  responds,  not  taking  his  eyes  off  the  page.  What  do  you  want? 
How  many  men  you  killed?  August  lazily  draws  on  his  cheroot.  Fifty-two. 
Well  they  say  you're  the  best  gun  in  the  country,  that  you  bagged  all  the  Mc- 
Calls  with  one  cylinder  and  everything.  August  is  bitter.  Yeah,  thanks  to 
them  it's  been  years  since  I've  had  to  chase  anyone.  Well,  this  news 
gets  to  me,  and  this  I  can't  abide.  So,  I  come  hunnerds  a  miles  all  the  way 
t'this  Texas  hellhole  to  prove  I'm  the  best.  August  winces  to  himself.  ...And? 
The  kid  taps  his  holster.  You  gonna  match  irons  with  me  or  what?  August 
finally  closes  his  book.  He  looks  up  from  his  table  across  the  bar.  He  sizes  the 
young  man  up  for  half  a  second.  The  kid  can't  be  twenty.  August  peers  into 
his  young  eyes  from  under  the  brim  of  his  hat.  He  sees  his  shadow  in  them, 
but  not  his  reflection.  He  issues  a  resigned  sigh,  goes  back  to  reading  his 
book,  and  intones  heavily:  Not  you  kid....  you're  chickenshit.  The  kid's 
eyes  flash.  Yeah?  How  the  hell  you  come  to  know  that? 
Draw. 
Hammer. 
Blast. 
Spin. 

Holstered. 

August  turns  the  page  and  takes  another  puff  of  his  cigar.  The  smoke  wafts 
over  his  thick  mustache  up  into  his  unblinking  gaze.  Something  on  the  page 
makes  him  chuff. 
The  kid's  body  hits  the  floor. 

That's  how  I  know. 
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To  Papa  from 
the  Motherland 

Africa  is  where  God  is,  Papa. 

It  is  far  from  everything 

But  meets  at  my  start. 

The  place  is  wide  open.  It  holds 

Heifers  and  steers  in  mild  pas- 
ture, like  back  home. 

Murmurs  abound  about  dumb 
cows 

Lowing  on  this  open  ground. 

We  know  better  than  them. 


My  mother's  nursing  breast? 

I  do  not  know. 

God  is  where  you  are. 

I  know  that. 

Gentleness  pervades  here 

As  calming  as  an  azure  sky 

Laid  out  over  farm  lands 

Begging  for  an  a  capella  chorus. 

Milky-white  gravel  roads 

Rock  my  slumber. 


At  least  the  grazers  know  enough      Your  dairy  farm,  a  tabernacle, 


About  saving  their  skin. 
You  did  as  much  for  our 
Family  as  a  rolling  hillside 
Does  for  serene  scenery, 
As  a  cow  giving  milk 
At  this  edge  of  everything, 
As  a  Lord  should 
Do  for  his  people. 
Is  God  here  in  Africa, 


Grows  on  my  horizon. 
You  are  my  pontiff  dressed 
In  vestments  of  faded  denim. 
I  commune  here,  in  the  center 
Of  everything,  my  start, 
While  the  stock  beasts  low 
Your  steady-handed  gospel. 

-Will  Palmer 
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Mallory  Ballant 
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And  Francisco  said  to  Sancho  Panza  Diego:  "Off  to  the  land  of  the  cacti!" 

His  men  were  ready,  few  that  they  were. 

This  land  crept  of  dripping  snakes  and  melting  butterflies. 

Panza  was  the  first  to  die-  it  was  obvious,  his  name  was  Panza... 

But  Sancho  said  to  Francisco  Diego: 

"let  it  be,  for  we  are  good  to  the  guiding  morning  glory; 

be  whatever  way  it  were, 

that  the  great  violet  loves  to  face, 

there  the  sun  will  rise  and  begin  the  creation." 

-Will  Kleist 
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Editor's  Note 
My  Friend,  ours  is  a  fragile  world.  Promises  are  not  always  promises.  Laws  are  not  always  laws. 
We  doubt  the  government.  We  doubt  God.  We  doubt  each  other.  We  doubt  ourselves.  Still, 
through  our  flaws  and  in  our  broken,  we  return  again  and  again  to  the  closest  thing  we  have  to 
a  universal  tongue,  a  universal  religion,  a  universal  code,  a  universal  us.  We  return  to  art  in  its 
every  form  and,  therein,  are  made  strong  and  whole  once  more.  For  this  reason,  it  has  been  my 
distinct  privilege  to  serve  as  the  editor-in-chief  of  Quad  this  year. 

I  love  the  arts  in  a  way  I  can  neither  help  nor  explain.  I  always  have.  Mine  is  a  shameless 
adoration  and  an  unabashed  passion,  and  being  presented  with  the  opportunity  to  head-up 
a  project  such  as  this  was  enough  to  leave  me  breathless.  Ask  Charlie  Peters.  I  turned  blue. 
Hence,  I  count  myself  blessed  to  have  had  the  chance  to  not  only  engage  with  some  of  the  fin- 
est artistic  pieces  this  campus  has  ever  produced,  but  also  to  share  them.  May  they  enrich  your 
life  the  way  they  have  enriched  mine. 

I  have  not  acted  alone  in  my  endeavors.  I  would  not  be  writing  this  note  now  were  it  not  for  the 
dedication  of  this  year's  Quad  staff.  In  the  name  passion  for  art  and  art  alike,  Ellyn,  Sarah,  and 
Shelley  have  gone  above  and  beyond  the  requirements  of  their  jobs  to  make  Quad  an  experi- 
ence, not  a  publication.  They  have  held  meetings,  advertised,  collected  submissions,  read 
submissions,  narrowed  selections,  decided,  changed  their  minds,  and  decided  again  to  make 
sure  that  what  you  hold  now  in  your  hands  is  the  best  that  the  best  has  to  offer.  They  believed 
above  all  else  in  the  Quad  for  these  past  months  and  pressed  it  forward,  even  when  I  wanted  to 
give  up  and  go  blow  something  up  with  soap.  You  and  I  have  them  to  thank  for  the  impeccable 
quality  of  this  magazine  and  for  my  quasi-stable  mental  health. 

This  publication  would  also  not  be  possible  without  the  following  individuals:  Dr.  Peter 
Donahue,  the  Obi-Wan  to  the  Quad  staffs  Luke  Skywalker;  Kyle  Lo  Porto,  the  "wind  beneath 
the  wings"  of  all  BSC  publications;  SGA,  the  individuals  who  are  convinced  that  art  is  not  as 
dangerous  as  most  governments  make  it  out  to  be  and  who  are  gracious  enough  to  fund  this 
project;  Ian  Moore,  Quad  enthusiast;  Mac  Smith,  a  man  of  mad  proof-reading  skills;  Charlie 
Peters,  Mr.  Miyagi  of  sorts  to  me  as  I  learned  the  ways  of  the  editor;  Laura  Foster,  InDesign 
Extraordinaire  and  Apple  Jacks  Goddess  Divine;  and  Krista,  Linda,  and  Jesse  at  Commercial 
Printing,  for  holding  my  hand  when  I  wanted  to  cry. 

In  closing,  I  want  to  thank  every  student  who  conjured  the  moxie  to  submit  something.  To  re- 
phrase a  quote  a  friend  of  mine  told  me  about  acting,  "[submitting  work  of  any  kind  to  anyone] 
is  standing  up  naked  and  turning  around  slowly."  It  takes  guts  to  be  that  raw,  that  vulnerable, 
that  alive.  Keep  submitting;  keep  supporting  that  which  supports  all  of  us  and,  in  the  end, 
holds  us  together.  MKF 

Policy 
Quad,  the  literary  magazine  of  Birmingham-Southern  College,  was  founded  in  1940  and  is  published 
annually.  The  editors  encourage  undergraduate  submissions,  as  well  as  those  of  faculty  and  alumni. 
Quad  staff  members  review  all  submissions  anonymously  and  make  selections  according  to  craft  and 
content.  Quad  is  funded  by  the  Student  Government  Association.  Submission  policies  are  subject  to 
change  from  year  to  year.  The  views  expressed  are  those  of  the  artists  and  authors  and  are  not  necessar- 
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